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ABSTRACT 
School failure, as expressed by academic failure and students' behavioral problems, 
has been widely studied in various disciplines; educational, social and 
psychological ,to name a few. When the failure a child is experiencing is not well 
addressed , it will often lead to the child dropping out. While school failure poses 
problems to the child, his/her family and the school, dropping out might also lead to a 
fiscal loss to society (loss of revenue tax due to dropouts' unemployment, monies put 
into dropouts' retrieval and rehabilitation services etc) and juvenile delinquency. In 
light of this, the problem of school failure or drop-out will be examined together, with 
school failure or at -risk children seen as potential dropouts. Research literature shows 
that dropping out is a "nested" problem, with possible correlation with the student's 
personal traits, family background, the school, peers' influence and economic 
factors. This study mainly concentrates on the school-related factors associated with 
school dropping out. A multiple-case-study design was used with 21 subjects 
participating in the inquiry. All 21 are dropout clients of the Hong Kong Playground 
Association's Outreaching Service and some are from the Association's "Unusual 
A c a d e m y " (非常學堂 ) a dropout retrieval programme. The course of this study is 
6 months, in which the researcher used individual interviews, focus group interviews, 
participant observation, and document analysis to collect data. Two major foci are to 
be addressed: (1) the dropouts' perceptions of the major reasons leading to their 
dropping out and in particular the school-related factors, and (2) the subjects' 
viii 
perceptions of the kind of schooling that they think would best accommodate students 
like them. The following theories were found relevant to this study: the Social 
Constructivist view of students at risk (Mehan et al. 1986) , Alienation Theory 
(Merton 1964) , Finn's Participation- identification model of explaining dropouts 
(Finn 1993) and Wehlage et al. 's "Academic Engagement" and "School 
Membership" (Wehlage et al. 1989) theory of dropout prevention in school. The 
findings show that majority of the subjects blame the alienating school and teacher 
factors for their school failure and dropping out while a minority of the subjects 
attribute it to their own personal traits. Some specific school-related factors leading to 
their failure and dropping out are also identified by the subjects. Some perceived 
essentials of schooling particularly suitable for this group of ex-students are suggested 
by the subjects, which can be categorized into four important elements: 
accommodation (flexibility of school rules and standards), academic engagement, 
school social engagement and organization; and teacher culture. Finally, a model of 
dropout prevention is constructed, based on the findings, that identifies some 






















本文的理論架構是採用威勒等人(界6"3只6 et al)於一九八九年倡議的 
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School failure and early school exit are probably among the most widely studied 
educational issues in recent decades. Researchers in the United States who have 
completed a comprehensive analysis of students who are at risk of school failure or 
dropout have concluded that "nationwide one in four students drops out of school 
before graduation" (Sinclair and Ghory, 1987 p.34). 
Defining the problems of students at risk is not an easy task. In this study, 
Slavin's (1989) identification and categorisation of at-risk students will be used. He 
identified students who are at risk as basically those who have experienced a history 
of one or more of the following : 
1. academic failure 
2. discipline problems 
3. retention 
4. drug and/or alcohol abuse 
5. pregnancy 
6. suspensions from school 
7. chronic truancy. 
A look at Hong Kong at-risk students' profiles will show similar character traits and 
behavioural manifestations to their westem counterparts except that pregnancy and 
drug abuse are less common among local at- risk students when compared with their 
westem counterparts. Locally, the Education Department in recent years has 
reported a rough estimate of 2000 dropouts from local junior secondary schools a 
1 
year while the social work sector has speculated the number is at least four times that. 
Weber (1986) indicated that at-risk students were frequently termed "alienated", 
"disconnected", and "marginal". They were unaware of their hidden potential, and 
frequently at war with themselves as well as with those around them. Classroom 
misbehaviors, juvenile delinquency and vandalism are also considered to be some of 
the outward manifestations of students at-risk with the result that physical and mental 
stress have been inflicted upon people around them as well as on their own selves. 
Dropping out also has a high cost to society. Dropping out can mean joblessness, 
crime, and lower wages to individuals. When its impact on society is measured, the 
social consequences of dropping out are found by Levin to be related to foregone 
national income, foregone tax revenues for the support of government services, 
increased demand for social services, increased crime, reduced political participation, 
reduced intergenerational mobility, and poorer levels of health (Levin 1972; cited in 
Rumberger, 1987,pp. 114-115). 
Kennedy (1988) asserted that dropouts eamed less money, had more 
unemployment, suffered more health problems than non-dropouts and were 
dissatisfied with their personal lives: 
Over the lifetimes of one year's "class" of dropouts the nation loses $240 billion 
in foregone earnings and taxes. Add the billions spent for crime control, welfare, 
health care, and other social services unproductive citizens require, and it 
becomes clear that when students dropout of school, we all lose. (p. 34) 
As to the causes of dropping out or school failure, most previous research has 
focused on the personal characteristics of the dropout. Major studies of this type 
include Bachman , Green, and Wirtanen (1971), Rumberger (1983), Pallas (1984), 
Coombs and Cooley (1986), and Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack, and Rock (1986) In these 
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studies, background characteristics of students like race, poor school achievement, 
lower SES status and family size are strongly related to dropping out of school. 
Findings from researchers (eg. Ekstrom et al., 1986，Wehlage and Rutter, 1986, Fine, 
1986，and Peng, 1983) analyzing the data of the large-scale study, "The High School 
and Beyond Study" (a project of the National Centre on Education Statistics QS[CES) 
which tested sophomores and seniors from 1.000 high schools in 1980 with 
succeeding two-year follow-ups) revealed that, besides family-related and personal 
factors, the reasons most adolescents give for dropping out are school-related 
problems which include having poor grades, having discipline problems, not getting 
along with teachers, and generally not liking school. A number of authors also 
suggest that both academic and social features of the school must be understood to 
explain how students become integrated into the institutions. Elliot, Voss and 
Wendling (1966) describe the formal (academic) and informal (social) aspects of 
school that can affect students at risk of dropping out. Since then, more research 
has been conducted from a school organizational perspective, investigating how 
much schools alienate students, and how they discourage them from staying in school 
(Hammond and Howard, 1986; Mann 1986; Wehlage, 1986). There is also an 
increasing surge of evidence that indicates that the dropping out problem is a 
"nested" problem. Course failure and school disciplinary problems, in combination 
with chaotic personal, social and family background conditions contribute to 
dropping out (Ekstrom et al.,1986; Wehlage and Rutter, 1986; Fine, 1986). 
In Hong Kong, dropouts are referred to as those children aged 6 to 15 who leave 
school education without completing Secondary 3，the last phase in local compulsory 
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education system. The issue of at-risk youths and dropouts has mainly been 
investigated by social science researchers and psychologists alike, using mainly 
quantitative method.. The delinquent behaviours of these youths are correlated to 
their self-esteem and other personal attributes by psychologists. Notable among these 
works are Leung and Lau (1989); Chan and Lee (1992), and Wong and Lau (1992). 
Social science researchers, however, have used a more multifaceted perspective in 
examining the issue. Peer influence, family factors, social factors as well as school 
factors are scrutinized. The dropout research reports by Caritas (1985), the Hong 
Kong Playground Association (1989，1990); the Hong Kong Federation of Youth 
Groups (1994) all belong to the second category. Both the Caritas report (1985) and 
the report by the Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups (1994) revealed that 61.8% 
and 67.9% of their respondents respectively attributed to the school factors in 
explaining their dropping out phenomenon. The most mentioned school factors 
include: “no sense of belonging to school" (38.2%), “the teaching methods are not 
stimulating" (35.5%), “the school does not care about the students' (32.9%), "the 
curriculum was too difficult" (30.3%) and "harassed by triad members in school" 
(19.7%) (The Hong Kong Federation ofYouth Groups Report 1994). 
There are only a few Hong Kong studies on students' school experiences and how 
their school experiences, happy or unpleasant, contribute to their feeling engaged or 
disengaged in their school life, which inevitably comprises both academic and social 
aspects. One of the few relevant studies is "The Pleasurable Learning Project"(愉快 
學習研究）by Tse et al. (1995) which was jointly conducted by the Curriculum 
Development Institute of the Hong Kong Education Department and the University 
of Hong Kong. It is a survey study into the local students' perceptions of whether 
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their learning in school is "pleasurable" or not and to explore the various factors 
leading to "pleasurable learning" in local schools. The study revealed that local 
students find their pleasure in learning to be most correlated with the following 
aspects: (in descending order of importance): 
a. The Learning environment (e.g. school rules, classroom environment, 
teachers' teaching methods, classroom order, teaching pace, teaching 
content, school climate etc.). 
b. Classmates relationships (e.g. status of relationships, having "bosom 
friends" , getting assistance from or being teased by classmates). 
c. Learning conditions (e.g. the amount and difficulty level ofhomework, tests 
and examinations, learning problems). 
d. Personal problems and relationships with family (e.g. parents' concem, 
personal anxiety towards academic results and future of Hong Kong after 
1997, family pressure, sharing of family chores or financial problems, 
opposite sex problems). 
e. Teacher-pupil relationships (e.g. misunderstanding between teachers and 
pupils; teachers' attitudes; teachers' praise, reprimands and "picking at" 
them). 
For the five aspects, some of the findings significant to this study are revealed as 
follows: 
a. For the "Learning environment", generally local students are satisfied with 
both the 
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physical and normative environment in their schools, however, 42% of the 
subjects find their teachers' teaching boring and 27% of them find 
themselves unable to concentrate their mind on the lesson. 
b. For "Classmate relationships", most subjects get along well with their 
classmates and have their support and confidence. Only 22% of them say 
they are always teased at by their classmates. 
c. For “Learning Conditions", 39% of the subjects find their homework too 
much and too difficult, 44% have learning problems, 53% sense stress from 
tests/examinations and 43.3% feel exhausted due to lack of leisure time 
after doing academic work. 
d. For "Personal problems and Family Factors", 49% feel their parents 
concem them and 60% worry about their study/work prospects, while the 
rest of the factors do not constitute major problems to the subjects; 
e. For "Teacher-pupil relationship", 44% find their teachers conscientious in 
their teaching, but 37% of them feel they are scarcely praised by their 
teachers, 33% feel they lack teachers' concem and 29% even feel they are 
"picked at" and teased by their teachers. 
The scenario is worse when it comes to studying at-risk students. Also to a 
similar degree of inadequacy in terms of number and depth is the study on 
students' perceptions and expectations of schooling. 
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The Hong Kong Education Context And Dropout Situation 
According to a visiting international panel of education scholars led by Sir Llewellyn 
in 1982 commissioned to undertake an overall review of the education system of the 
previous British colony, the Hong Kong education system was observed by the 
Commission to be one marked by a highly centralized control, an over-emphasis on 
bookish knowledge and didactic teaching and the whole system being based very 
much on a selective and meritocratic philosophy of education. The following 
description from the Commission Report best epitomizes the picture of the local 
education context that is unfavourable to the academically less able or unmotivated: 
The lessons we observed tended to be teacher-centred, with little use of aids 
beyond chalk and blackboard, hi "non-exam years, the atmosphere seemed fairly 
relaxed, but in the examination preparatory forms all was deadly eamest and 
students were seen taking notes, laboriously completing model answers and 
learning texts by rote. .. Since the students are desperate to obtain their 
qualifications, and as teachers are judged professionally in terms of their 
students' results, the whole business is understandable. Discovery methods, 
team teaching and individualised instruction have little appeal to parents, 
students and teachers in a situation where the ends require more didactic means. 
Obtaining a credential to ensure a job offer and if possible, upward social 
mobility (rather than providing an interesting and intellectually broadening 
curriculum) is the almost universally agreed objective. Teacher-dominated 
instruction of passive student audiences seems, with rare exception ... to be the 
accepted way (p.53-4). 
Other contextual characteristics of Hong Kong's educational scene that have some 
bearings on the education of the disadvantaged and the marginal students are given 
by Cheng (1997) in Postiglione and Lee (1997). First, local parents regard education 
as the proper and almost unique route for upward social mobility; second, there is a 
universal respect for the sake of the common good and a neglect of individual needs 
and diverse goals; third, the education system is relatively monolithic in its types of 
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schools and the type of curriculum; fourth, the curriculum lacks relevance and 
authenticity; fifth, there is a general emphasis on effort as against genetic ability; 
sixth, individual-based and student-centred teaching has yet to materialize; and 
finally, discipline in school is thought to be essential in teaching. Li this context, 
the at-risk and the marginal students would, more often than not, suffer from the 
irrelevant curriculum forced upon them, the lack of teachers' individual concerns and 
supervision, and the kind of "misfit" and constrained feeling in a relatively 
discipline-oriented school ethos. Also, they would be hard pressed by their parents in 
their academic work irrespective of their ability, needs and interests. Those who fail 
to achieve are regarded as "lazy" and are expected to repeat and try harder, also they 
would not be sent to study in alternative programmes which are considered as the 
lesser kind of educational provisions. 
Besides the unfavourable pedagogy and curriculum in Hong Kong schools, the 
at-risk students who usually come from lower- SES- status families also suffer from 
stratification in terms of ability grouping and resultant teacher expectations or, worse, 
labeling. Postiglione (1997) labels the Hong Kong education scene as a field of 
stratification in which children from the richer and elitist families get the best deal in 
educational provisions while the working class children get far less. He quoted 
Mitchell (1972) in saying that: 
The lower class pupil who remains in school is less likely to do as well as 
the middle- and upper- class child in his school work. He is also less likely 
to be in an academic program of studies. And finally, the lower class pupils 
are less likely to be in high quality schools. School quality tends to be class 
stratified. 
(Postiglione and Lee, 1997, p. 146) 
Students in different ability groupings experience school differently. Being placed in 
8 
a high, medium or low ability group will affect the image students have of 
themselves and in tum how well they achieve. Thus more often than not, students in 
low ability groups become stereotyped as low achievers, which in tum diminishes 
their chances of success and their move into a higher group. Coupled with this is the 
link between teachers' expectations and student achievement and behaviour as was 
evidenced by Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968). It is now well established that, under 
certain circumstances, students respond to the expectations teachers have of them 
(the teacher expectation effects). Winter (1993) reported a study in 1992 about Hong 
Kong teachers' expectations towards high-achieving and low-achieving students. It 
was found that teachers from both "good banding" schools as well as from "poor 
banding" schools viewed low-achieving students, when compared with the high-
achieving, as "more probably unwilling to work hard, uninterested in the subject 
being taught, displaying a poor memory and poor concentration, slow at doing 
schoolwork, unintelligent, disobedient, unfriendly, untrustworthy and disrespectful, 
from a poor home background and not handsome" (Winter 1993, p.44). 
With the introduction of compulsory school education in 1978, students with a 
lower learning inclination and lesser academic capability are also obliged by law to 
go to school until they finish their junior secondary education in Form 3，thus 
posing increasing behavioral and study problems to their teachers and school staff. 
In this connection, the Education Commission (the highest decision-making body 
in education ) had shown great concem towards this issue and in fact its Fourth 
Report published in 1990 directly addressed the behaviroral problems by linking 
them to the compulsory education system and particularly the core curriculum 
practice in Hong Kong. The common core curriculum，as observed by the 
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Commission, "has become somewhat fragmented, and does not meet the needs of 
those at the extremes of the range of abilities", (para. 1.3.3) The frustration and 
difficulties faced by the students in coping with English as the medium of instruction 
is also regarded as the second major cause of student behavioral problems. Not only 
was the common-core curriculum criticized as not accommodating the full range of 
students' abilities, especially for the less academic-oriented and unmotivated ones, 
the conventional norm-referenced testing is also considered detrimental to the 
learning and teaching of students. 
Section 5.4 of the Report states that: 
Internal assessments in most schools ... do not fulfil a formative purpose since a 
single grade (or percentile) does not enable teachers to plan their teaching of 
future lessons with reference to the strengths and weaknesses of students. 
Neither are students able to direct their energy appropriately to improve their 
performance (para. 5.4.2) 
Thus, it is recommended in section 5.7.4 that: 
It will be essential to ensure that the final attainment targets and levels are in 
line with the reality of student progress. 
It is in this context that the H6ng Kong Special Administrative Region began 
introducing the Target-Oriented Curriculum Wtiative and its accompanying 
criterion-referenced assessment method in 1994 to shift curriculum planning, 
teaching and learning in the direction of student-centred learning. 
While the Commission has made substantial recommendations to address the 
ability range issue. Potts (1991) criticized the Commission for not advocating a 
process of integration for “unmotivated” students and those who have "severe 
learning problems" which has the implications of not willing to adapt the core-
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curriculum to suit the educational needs of the minority. Instead, the Commission 
recommended setting up three practical schools with special curricula for those 
"academically unfit" students. The whole embedded rationale and the resultant 
practices of stratification and inequity towards the minority, which are so much 
evident from the highest educational authority down to the front-line educational 
workers, can best be put to our moral and professional scrutiny in this remark from 
Potts (1991): 
What are the justifications for continuing to see students of 
differing learning abilities as different in terms of social worth? (p.44) 
The Commission Report also drew the public attention to the fact that student 
behavioral problems are not to be seen as peculiar to a particular group of students 
only. "Any student, whatever their academic ability, may encounter learning, 
emotional or behavioural problems from time to time". (para. 3.2.1) Therefore, the 
Commission recommended a strengthening of preventive measures in schools and 
the adoption of a whole school guidance approach. 
hi fact, the wide learning differences and the learning behavioural problems 
prevalent in the ordinary classrooms were again raised recently. They are among two 
of the four areas of concem addressed by a Sub-Committee set up by the Board of 
Education in Hong Kong to review the 9-year free and compulsory school education. 
In fact in Para 3.11 of the report, the Sub-Committee admitted that "some adolescents 
really do not wish to remain in school any longer than is legally necessary" (Report 
on Review of 9-year Compulsory Education ,1997 , p.l3) and the number of dropouts 
is estimated to be around 2000 per year, (though informal sources from social 
workers dealing with at-risk youths is said to be an alarming 3 to 4 fold). 
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In Chapter 4 of the Report (subtitled "Education Enhancement Measures") the 
Commission attempted to make far reaching recommendations for four groups of 
children with special educational needs which are not necessarily discrete: 
(1) students with learning difficulties 
(2) academically gifted students 
(3) students who are unmotivated 
(4) students with severe learning problems 
Estimating the prevalence of "groups" of pupils with learning difficulties is always a 
difficult task and so is the task of defining them. For this study, only group (1) and (3) 
students are considered "at risk students" and "potential dropouts". (For the Report 
published in 1997 defines group (4) students as those “who cannot benefit from the 
ordinary curriculum even with the help of existing intensive remedial services and 
this group comprises 0.9% of the 12-14 age group). 
For those students who are unmotivated, three "practical" schools have been 
established to accommodate them. The Report (1997) argues that since these 
"unmotivated students" cannot benefit fully from the common core curriculum, what 
is needed is "suitable education to enable these students to develop their potential" 
(p.53). In these practical schools, the curricular emphasis is less on academic subjects 
and more on practical skills and subjects. Nevertheless, reservations as to the efficacy 
and legitimacy of the practice have been heard from the public sector. Crawford 
(1991), while admitting that these students do require a suitable alternative 
curriculum, contends that “this issue, however, is whether this should be provided in 
separate institutions within a more disciplined milieu... the problem is a curricular 
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one; teachers are unable to provide classroom experiences that are meaningful to 
students" (p. 54). He also indicates that school reform and not only curriculum 
innovation should be made by quoting from Ainscow (1991): 
In attempting to conceptualize educational difficulty in a more positive way, 
therefore , we can more usefully see pupils experiencing difficulty as indicators 
of the need for reform. They point to the need to improve schooling in ways 
that will enable them to achieve success. 
(Crawford & Hui (Ed.) The Curriculum and Behaviour 
Problems in Schools, 1991 p.54) 
Only through school restructuring in engaging students, including at-risk students in 
the academic and social aspects of schooling so that they can achieve a sense of 
academic success and achievement and a sense of school membership will they 
remain in school to develop their potential and become valuable social assets. It is 
exactly along this line of enquiry into school engagement factors and their relation 
with school failure/ dropping out that this study is aimed. 
Statement of the Problem 
Li this age of concem for educational equity for all, there are many empirical and 
qualitative studies of this problem aiming to find out what leads to school failure and 
dropping out and how they can be resolved. Many researchers have documented 
evidence of linking school failure and dropping out to either a dominant influence 
from individual factors like personal traits, SES status, family influences, peers factor 
and also school factors or an interplay of some of these factors ( a "nested" problem). 
Li Hong Kong, dropout research has been mainly conducted by social scientists while 
at-risk adolescents have been studied mainly by psychologists. Also the findings are 
mostly quantitative and only touched superficially on various factors, rendering them 
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in need of rich, in-depth focus or coverage from an educational angle with special 
emphasis on school organization 
Purpose of this Study 
Following the line of argument of social constmctivist theorists and researchers who 
contend that the school is at once the breeding ground for school failure and/or 
dropping out as well as the place that offers academic and social engagement for at-
risk students so as to keep them from dropping out, a better understanding of the 
process and phenomenon in question would necessitate that this study set its 
boundary of enquiry on the school factors first and foremost. The researcher opined 
that enough research has been done in Hong Kong by researchers from psychological 
and social science domains on factors like personal traits, family and peer factors, but 
not so much has been done on school and educational reasons. Also, to unearth 
realities and facets of the phenomenon under study which could not otherwise have 
been possible through surveys and statistics, a descriptive, interpretive and qualitative 
analysis of school failure and dropout mainly from a school-related perspective 
would best explore, explain, and describe the phenomenon under study as espoused 
by Yin (1993) in describing the functions of case studies. Li this connection, a 
qualitative study serves two purposes; namely, (1) to complement or to make useful 
cross reference with the research findings from quantitative methods, and (2) to give 
a "thick description" (Geertz 1973) of the phenomenon and the reasons behind to 
help us better understand the school failure/ dropout issue. 
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Significance of the Study 
Besides the dual reasons mentioned above regarding the complementary function of 
this study in its making useful cross references with the findings of other quantitative 
studies to give us a fuller picture of the issue, this study also claims to contribute to 
the research knowledge base on local school failure and dropout, for it not only 
studies the perceived reasons of the subjects' school failure and dropping out, but 
also the subjects' perceptions of an ideal type of schooling. Li light of this, the 
study can be called a study of the "voices" of dropouts and at risk students. 
Nowadays research that focuses on students' voices in addressing various educational 
problems is fast capturing the attention and recognition of many in the research arena. 
Some notable studies include Nieto (1994); Phelan et al. (1992); and Tidwell (1988) 
who evidenced the significance of listening to the "voices" of at risk students in 
attempting to find ways to address educational issues besetting them and the 
educational context at large. This study aims to follow the same approach of 
information elicitation and it is hoped that this study will make the following 
academic and social contributions: 
1. construct a school restructuring model for local schools with a high 
population of at-risk students; 
2i complement or enhance the research knowledge base on local dropouts and 
at-risk students through its more in-depth way of investigation in 
comparison with survey methods. 
2i offers some useful perspectives to the teacher education curriculum in the 
teaching of at-risk students. 
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4, offers some thoughts worthy of reflection on the part of practising teachers 
or educational practitioners in their daily experiences with at-risk students. 
Research Questions 
Two major research questions were addressed: 
1(a) What are the dropouts' perceptions of the major reason(s) for their dropping out? 
1(b) What are the dropouts' perceptions of the school-related factors that lead to their 
school failure or dropping out? 
2. What are the subjects' perceptions of schooling that they think would best 
accommodate their needs? 
Limitations of the Study 
This study has the following limitations in its process and design. They are: 
1. Selective reporting by the subjects due to their own perceived reasons might fail 
to give an accurate and holistic picture to the study; 
2. The short time span (6 months) the researcher spent with the subjects and the 
regulations laid down by the association in protecting their clients from 
unwarranted information elicitation have somewhat inhibited the researcher's 
attempt to do a more in-depth study of the dropouts and thorough triangulation 
with their peers and parents. 
3. This study is entirely based on the dropouts' perceptions of schooling and their 
school experiences. Very limited or no other sources of information could be 
gained for triangulation from their teachers, ex-classmates and peers, and to a 
certain extent, their parents (except on the Graduation Night and the School 
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Open Day). All data were analyzed and coded by the researcher alone. All these 
may be possible limitations, but the researcher emphasizes that the findings are 
not intended to be generalized to a larger population. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
Introduction 
In this chapter, firstly，the epidemiological concept of students at risk will be 
introduced as a less-than- adequate theory of explaining the "relativity" of at-riskness. 
Secondly, the Social Constructivist model built on the Critical Theory paradigm will 
be discussed as a better explanatory model. Thirdly, Merton's Strain Theory (1964) 
will be upheld to account for the alienation faced by students who do not match with 
the various school's structural and normative factors. Fourthly, Finn's 
Participantion-identification model (1993) will be discussed both as an explanatory 
theory for alienation as well as the solution to this problem. Finally, another dropout 
prevention theory by Wehlage et al. (1989) with emphasis on educational 
engagement and school membership (social engagement in school) will be 
incorporated into an explanatory model for school failure and dropout by the 
researcher. In this adapted model, other theories like reference group theory and self 
concept theory will also be mentioned and discussed. 
The following figure is a simplistic representation of the process that theorists use to 
explain how a student experiencing school failure may become at-risk and may even 
finally drop out of school. 
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A Student • A Student at risk • A Dropout 
“ of alienation ‘ 
(school failure experience) without interventions 
Figure. 1 A Simplistic Linear Model of explaining At-risk 
students and dropouts 
This model is simplistic in that while a student with school failure experiences has a 
great possibility of developing into an at risk student, an at-risk student may not drop 
out of the context where he encounters failure. Instead he may become what 
LeCompte and Dworkin (1991) termed as “ tuned- out" which means although he is 
put off by the school, he chooses to remain physically present in it. The reasons 
behind could be anything from his personal traits to his personal aspirations, parental 
expectations, peers influence (reference groups) or even, as LeCompte and Dworkin 
(1991) point out, truancy policies, child labour laws and degree of alienation. 
Relevant Theories 
1 .The Epidemiological Concept of Students at Risk. 
There is now a growing corpus of research on dropouts that orientates towards 
an interaction model rather than a linear or epidemiological model. 
Li Richardson et al. (1989) the epidemiological approach is analogous to a 
branch of medicine that is “ concerned with the patterns of disease occurrence in 
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human populations, and of the factors that influence these patterns (Lilenfeld and 
Lilenfeld, 1980, p.3), thus school failure or dropping out phenomenon is analogous to 
disease. Richardson et al. then go on to point out that, ‘since the purpose of medical-
epidemiological research is to find ways of identifying categories of persons who are 
the most at risk for certain medical or quasi-medical conditions so that something can 
be done to prevent or ameliorate the conditions' occurrence" ¢).4), many educational 
practitioners seem to favour this identification-and-preventiony' treatment model in 
identifying /treating cases of students at-risk of school failure and dropping out in 
schools. 
Richardson et al. reminds us to discem some flaws in this epidemiological model in 
that it fails to explain why the at-risk issue is “relative,, - therefore questions like 
"Who is at-risk? At-risk for what? And in comparison with whom?" will still go 
unanswered. Also, the labelling effects this approach leads to and, more importantly, 
the blame unjustifiedly put on the student himself instead of other possible factors 
like the school and society (Wehlage and Rutter, 1986) have prompted researchers to 
look elsewhere for a better explanation for this phenomenon. 
2.The Social Constructivist Model/ View of Students At Risk. 
Using the paradigm of Critical Theory, Richardson et al. (1989) contend that the 
model that seems to explain the concept of at-risk as practised in schools better is the 
Social Constructivist Model. Richardson et al. (1989), citing the work of Coles 
(1987)，Smith (1983), Mehan, Hertwick and Meihls (1986) , Page (1987), and the 
work done by Erickson and his colleagues at Michigan State University，posits that 
at-riskness develops when the social and academic demands and characteristics of the 
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classroom within a particular school interact with the family background and 
personal characteristics of the at-risk child, (see fig. 2) 
r r / ^ ^ ^ 
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Figure 2. Meractive Model of At Risk Status (from Richardson 
etal. 1989) 
This theory posits that a child enters the social settings of a classroom that consists of 
other students and a teacher(s) in which he initially behaves in certain ways due to a 
combination of factors like family background, personal characteristics and previous 
school experiences. Li the same context, the teacher and his classmates bring with 
them a set of personal and background characteristics. Thus, this environment will 
create a set of behavioral norms which the child more or less adopts, and against 
which the individual child is compared. The norms are also shaped by the teacher's 
beliefs about learning, student work and how a classroom ought to operate. In this 
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way, says Richardson et al. (1989) borrowing Sergiovanni's term, the teacher's 
mindscape interacts with the objective setting of the classroom (the characteristics 
and number of students, the materials, the school setting) to create a context to which 
certain students do not appear to respond. Some students are thus considered at risk. 
Nevertheless, since individual teachers' mindscapes differ, either through their own 
philosophy or by the school culture, some students who are considered at risk in 
some classrooms may be regarded as "conforming" or "normal" in others. And also 
because the setting and circumstances that help to create the at-risk students are 
constantly changing, like the arrival of a new teacher or a sudden tum in teacher's 
attitude, a certain student may enter or exit the at-risk category at any time. 
A search of the ERIC database by the researcher also reveals that similar 
concerns have been raised by educational practitioners in special education as to how 
student at-riskness is socially constructed and dependent on the teachers' beliefs 
(Richardson, 1988)，standards (Kauffman et al., 1991) and teachers' thinking (Bay & 
Bryan, 1991). If we posit that teachers' beliefs and expectations are representative of 
the school's, then, in terms of Social Constmctivist Theory, they would come into 
direct conflict with the expectations and standards of the students if the latter are in 
anyway different. In this connection, a kind of alienation and estrangement would 
arise and would contribute to students' giving up on school if there is a distinction 
between what schools expect students to know and do and what the students are 
willing to do and believe is necessary to achieve their personal goals or agenda. This 
alienation factor and its relationships with other macro- or micro- variables believed 
to be related to students dropping out will be elaborated in the following section on 
LeCompte and Dworkin 's (1991) explanatory model of school failure and dropping 
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out. 
3. Alienation Theory and Finn's Participation-identification 
Model. 
According to LeCompte and Dworkin (1991), recent research on school failure has 
focused less on the characteristics of individual students and teachers and more on 
the reality that teachers and students construct in their daily interaction within the 
school context. This kind of research is "informed by the work of symbolic 
interactionists and phenomenologists who posit the strong effect that people's beliefs 
and expectations about role-appropriate behaviour have on their social intereaction". 
0).81) 
Their explanatory model on school failure and dropping out utilizes the concepts of 
alienation theory originated from Merton (1968) and reference group theory (Hyman, 
1942; Kelley, 1952; Merton & Kitt，1950; Shibutani, 1955; Stouffer et al., 1949) 
among other social theories. 
When applied to individual behaviour, alienation is frequently viewed as a 
"perceived disjuncture between expectations with regard to a role or an activity and 
actual experience within that role or activity" (LeCompte and Dworkin 1991, p.l46). 
According to LeCompte & Dworkin 1991, Merton (1968)'s strain theory best 
epitomized the kind of functionalist notion of disjuncture in question. Putting it 
simply, strain would arise when individuals find that access to the means for 
attaining their desired goals is lacking or denied or differentially allocated. According 
to Seeman (1975), senses of powerlessness, meaninglessness, normlessness, self-
estrangement, social isolation，and cultural estrangement would result and culminate 
in the developmental process of affected adolescents. 
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Finn's (1989) model of participation-identification also lends itself to 
explaining and addressing how school failure develops into alienation and 
withdrawal on the part of the students and which might finally culminate into the 
student's decision to drop out. Finn (1989) points out that the model explains 
dropout in terms of a behavioral antecedent~participation~and a psychological 
condition~identification with school. To prevent a student from dropping out, first 
active participation in school activities must be encouraged both within and outside 
the classroom and there are four levels of participation identified, of which the first -
responding to teacher's classroom requirement~is the most important. The other 
three forms of participation are to be achieved as students' autonomy increases with 
age: students initiating questions and dialogue with teacher, students participating in 
extra-curricular activities, and students get involved in the governance of the school. 
Then students are encouraged to identify with school which involves the student 
cultivating a sense ofbelongingness and valuing school-related norms. Finn contends 
that it (identification) "predisposes the younger to continue to participate, even if the 
outcomes are not always evaluated positively...(while ) Nonidentification 
predisposes the individual not to continue to participate in school-related activities, 
leading to less successful outcomes and to emotional and physical withdrawal" 
(S>. 133). 
The following diagram from Finn (1989) would illustrate the developmental process 
ofhow the two major components --particiaption and identification- work to prevent 
students' school failure and dropping out: 
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school activities outcomes school 
1. respond to requirements 1. Belonging 
2. class-related initiatives 2. Valuing 
3. extra-curricular activities 
4. decision-making  
牛 
Figure 3 Participation- identification Model (Source: Finn 1989) 
Lidividually, the personal experience of such disjuncture can range from routinized 
behaviour to deviance. This sense of disjuncture would also give rise to the 
individual's attempt to interpret the source of strain - whether it comes within the 
social order or within his personal failure, that is, the individual would have to 
perceive blaming it on the system or on himself (to use LeCompte & Dworkin's 
terms “system-blame” or ‘‘self-blame”�. This has great implications for the 
individual for his contemplation of whether to stay in school to work harder or to 
give up on school “because it is their fault" - a decision which would largely hinge 
on his perceived locus of blame. This locus of blame is again closely related to 
another variable in LeCompte & Dworkin's model~the reference groups. 
Reference groups are, according to LeCompte & Dworkin，"made up of 
individuals or groups of individuals that a person knows, or knows about, who serve 
as role models, frames of reference, and standards ofjudgment and comparison in the 
formation of attitudes, images and decisions to act" ¢).150). Reference groups can 
even be models of inappropriate action (Francis, 1963). In this connection, 
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students' parents and peers can serve as their reference groups as well as their 
teachers although the latter, according to LeCompte & Dworkin，may not have the 
same impact as the former two, especially their peers. 
Three functions of reference groups are identified by researchers like Hyman (1942), 
Kelley (1952), Merton & Kitt (1950), and Shibutani (1955). First of all, reference 
groups serve a comparative function, in which individuals compare their situations 
with those of referent others and decide whether they are better or worse off. 
Secondly, reference groups can serve a normative function, in which reference 
groups reward or punish individuals to maintain conforming behaviour. Finally, 
they perform a gatekeeping function, in which access to new roles and statuses is 
controlled by the reference group. 
In essence, LeCompte & Dworkin (1991) contend, normative and comparative 
reference groups help one to create self-blame or system-blame explanations for 
school failure. Based on the above premise, at-risk students might have either well-
behaved "good" students/classmates or deviant students as their referent ones. In this 
manner, if their referents are the former type, they would have a higher propensity to 
blame themselves for their school failure/ disengagement but if their referents are of 
the latter type, they would be very much talked into believing that the school system 
is discriminating against them or is totally incongment to them. 
It is quite evident that their locus of blame is very much dependent on their 
personal traits like their locus of control (Rotter 1966)，self-efficacy (Bandura 1977) 
and self-concept (de Charms 1968). Those with higher self-efficacy, "internal" locus 
of control and higher self-esteem would see themselves as in charge of their lives; 
they have ownership over themselves and over what they do. In this light, they see 
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their school failure as a temporal phenomenon and would more often than not, by 
trial and error and by exerting more effort, try various means to overcome the 
difficulties encountered in school. They are usually the ones who say "O.K. I fail this 
time but it is only because I slipped somewhere, somehow. I am sure I could make it 
with more efforts and better trials next time. So I am not going to quit." People who 
see themselves as being directed by other people or at the mercy of external forces 
are called "pawns" by de Charms (1968). They have an external locus of control and 
are not self-determining. They do what they believe others have decided for them or 
what others want them to do. 
4 .Wehlage 's Dropout Prevention Theory: School 
Membership and Educational Engagement, 
hi interpreting school failure as an important antecedent of dropping out and the 
two in terms of behavioral manifestation of feeling alienated, the Social Control 
Theory hypothesizes "that ties to conventional institutions function to control or 
inhibit the behavioral expression of deviant motivation" ( Liska & Reed, 1985, 
p.547). In this way, schools should first and foremost keep their marginal students in 
school by engaging them in meaningful school life and learning activities and 
integrating them into the various aspects of the school. Thus many researchers 
propose educational and social engagement for at-risk students in school as a dropout 
prevention measure and policy. (Elliot, Voss, and Wendling, 1966; Newmann, 1981; 
Wehlage 1983, and Tinto, 1975 for college students) Wehlage's earlier research on 
at-risk students and programmes, based on the tenet of alienation theory, has laid the 
groundwork for our understanding of school membership (Wehlage, Stone, and 
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Kliebard 1980; Wehlage, 1983; Wehlage, Rutter and Tumbaugh, 1987). Borrowing 
from Hirschi's (1969) "Bonding" Theory and its four components, School 
Membership is about the social bonds that connect the student to the school, making 
him attached to adults and peers in the school, committed to the norms of the school, 
involved in school activities and believing in the legitimacy and efficacy of the 
institution, {attachment, commitment，involvement and belief). As for Educational 
Engagement, Wehlage et al. (1989) refers to it as the psychological investment 
required to comprehend and master knowledge and skills explicitly taught in school. 
It is built on the premise that learning can not occur unless a student exerts effort and 
that sustained effort in academic matters can be generated by both intrinsic and 
extrinsic rewards. Thus, from figure 4, these two concepts can be seen to be central 
to Wehlage et al.'s (1989) "Dropout Prevention Theory" that concentrates on what 
schools can do to control students' engagement or disengagement in schooling. 
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Fig. 4 Dropout Prevention Theory: School Factors (Source: Wehlage et al. 1989，p.l93) 
The theory hypothesizes that school membership is the foundation upon which 
educational engagement is built. The two concepts have to come into play and 
interact to become the intermediate goals which schools have to promote as a way of 
helping students achieve the desirable outcomes of achievement and personal and 
social development. The theory also pinpoints the kind of impediments to both 
engagement and membership the schools have to focus on in order to combat 
students' feelings of alienation and failure. 
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5. An adapted and integrated explanatory model of school 
failure and dropping out. 
The following figure (figure 5) shows the researcher's integration of the theories 
mentioned earlier in this study, namely; Social Constructivist Theory of At-riskness, 
alienation (strain) theory, reference group theory and Academic and Social 
Engagement Theory ofWehlage et al. (1989). 
According to Social Constructivist Theory, when a child enters a classroom or 
school context, he brings with him his own norms, standards of work and behaviours, 
needs (including his imminent needs as a student and his future needs) and 
expectations from his school, teachers and classmates. If all or the majority of these 
can be met by, or are compatible with, those found in the school, among his teachers 
and classmates, it would be highly likely that he would find himself engaged to the 
academic and social milieu of his school (Wehlage 's Academic and Social 
Disengagement). The opposite side of this is that he would feel estranged and 
disengaged with what is going on in school (Alienation Theory). The resultant mood 
of dissatisfaction coupled with its explicit manifestations in the form of deviant and 
rebellious acts would make him liable to be labelled as an at-risk student. These 
students would usually complain of being labelled and picked on by their school and 
teachers. The reasons are that most teachers or schools fail to realize the part they 
play in "constructing" this kind of at-riskness among the student and that they also 
fail to see the importance of explicitly making known to these kids that in penalizing 
their violations of school rules, they are punishing their acts but not the person. This 
kind of hatred and estrangement together with the ill feelings of repeated failure and 
needs urnnet would culminate to the point when these kids would contemplate 
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quitting this context either for relief or for some alternative 
SCHOOL CONTEXT 
Students' norms, standards teachers' and school's norms, 
and needs (not matching) standards and needs  
\ xn 
alienation (Academic and Social disengagement) 
PROCESS 
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support groups ('good' (e.g. locus of contro 
or 'deviant' reference external or internal) 
groups)  
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/ \ OUTCOMES 
Drop out Remain in school  
Figure. 5 An Explanatory Model of Students' School Failure and Dropout at the 
Micro (personal) Level 
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source of satisfaction or engagement. Nevertheless, their decision to quit or not to 
quit is closely related to their personal traits and self-concept\ such as how they 
attribute their success or failure ('external' or 'internal' locus of control ) which in 
tum depends a lot on how they see themselves. If they attribute their academic failure 
and social disengagement in school to the teachers' and the school's lack of concem 
andA)r the inability or unwillingness to meet their needs, they would blame it on the 
school system (system-blame). This attribution will either be reinforced or modified 
by the kind of company they usually like to keep (reference group theory). If the 
referent ones in their network or support group are also against the school, its norms 
and teachers, then their decision to quit would be reinforced. It is worth noting that 
those who believe in the external control of things happening to them tend more to 
blame the system (in this case, the school system) rather than themselves. Even 
though they have the ability to do well in school, they still don't like school. They 
would more often become the "tune-outs' than the dropouts. Among those students 
who are aware of their character shortcomings and/or their ability deficits (self-
blame) ,those with a higher esteemed image of themselves would more often than 
not stay in school to give themselves a second chance of redemption. Those with a 
higher self-efficacy would have better confidence in themselves and their abilities to 
say that the failure he experienced is only due to a temporal "slip" of his will or 
ability. They would also tend to stay in school to exert more effort or to show others 






In this chapter, first of all, the post-positivist paradigmatic model ofhuman inquiry is 
briefly explained as the model more suited for this study than the positivist approach. 
Secondly, qualitative methods are deemed appropriate for understanding the meaning 
of events in the interactive world of schools. Symbolic interactionism is justified as 
an appropriate paradigm to study the subjective interpretation ofhuman interaction 
and its underlying meaning. The subjects and the context of this study are then 
described. Following that is the extrapolation of the research design and method of 
the study, which uses analytic induction method within a multiple-case study design. 
Data collection and data analysis methods are described and explained in light of the 
contextual considerations in the study. 
As mentioned in chapter one, two major research questions were addressed: 
1(a) What are the dropouts' perceptions of the major reason(s) for their dropping out? 
1(b) What are the dropouts' perceptions of the school-related factors that lead to their 
school failure or dropping out? 
2. What are the subjects' perceptions of schooling that they think would best 
accommodate their needs? 
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The research paradigm 
The history of humankind is full of instances of attempts to understand the 
world. Different people have different ways of explaining their realities. In this 
manner, Lincoln & Guba (1985) citing Reese (1980) assert that certain sets of basic 
or metaphysical beliefs are sometimes necessary and essential to be fed into a system 
of ideas that “either give us some judgment about the nature of reality, or a reason 
why we must be content with knowing something less than the nature of reality, 
along with a method for taking hold of whatever can be known" (Reese, 1980, 
p.352). 
As regards the meaning of research paradigm, it is “a loose collection of logically 
held together assumptions, concepts, or propositions that orient thinking and 
research" (Bogdan and Biklen 1992, p.33). Without a research paradigm, the 
researcher would go on an aimless, unsystematic piling up of data and accounts. 
Usually, the positivist paradigm is often held up in contrast to post-positivist or the 
naturalistic paradigm. The five central aspects of positivism - objectivity, 
hypothetico-deductive theory, external lawlike relations, exact and formal language, 
and separation of facts from meaning have been criticized as not being able to 
explain reality, as "realities' are multiple, constructed and holistic. Stake (1995), as a 
qualitative case study researcher, has this to say about the qualitative- quantitative 
dichotomy: "Quantitative researchers regularly treat uniqueness of cases as “error”， 
outside the system of explained science. Qualitative researchers treat the uniqueness 
of individual cases and contexts as important to understanding" (Stake 1995, p.39). 
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Thus, it can be seen that quantitative researchers have pressed for explanation and 
control while qualitative researchers have pressed for understanding the complex 
interrelationships among all that exists. The latter is especially conducive to a study 
like this one in which the intricate relationships between all the possible local 
dropout and school failure factors, which have hitherto not been extensively studied, 
are explored and examined. 
Stake (1995) also goes on to link the differences between the two paradigms to the 
research questions set out. In quantitative studies, the research question is to seek out 
a relationship between a small or a large number of variables. Then every means is 
pursued to ensure the operationalized bounding of the inquiry, to define the variables , 
to minimize the importance of interpretation until data are analyzed, and not to let 
interpretation change the course of the study, hi qualitative studies, research 
questions typically "orient to cases or phenomena, seeking pattems of unanticipated 
as well as expected relationships". As regards interpretation, Erickson (1986) argues 
for the centrality of interpretation, the hallmark of qualitative research, which he 
claims are not so much a revelation of "findings' as "assertions" by the researcher. 
Also, Geertz (1973) pinpoints the importance of recognizing the aims of a qualitative 
researcher as not so much a veridical representation as an act of stimulating further 
reflection and optimizing readers' opportunity to leam. 
Bogdan and Biklen (1992) point out that while there are theoretical differences 
between qualitative approaches and even within single schools (Gubrium, 1988; 
Meltzer, Petras，and Reynolds, 1975)，most qualitative researchers reflect some sort 
of phenomenological perspectives. 
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Phenomenological approach 
Mluenced by the philosophers Edmund Husserl and Alfred Schutz, the 
phenomenological approach attempts to understand the meaning of events and 
interactions to ordinary people in particular situations. Based on their emphasis on 
the interpretive understanding ofhuman interaction, phenomenologists do not 
assume they know what things mean to the people they are studying (Douglas, 1976). 
What phenomenologists emphasize is the subjective aspects of people's behaviour. 
Bogdan and Biklen (1992), citing Geertz (1973)，bring our attention to the “ . . . 
(phenomenologists') attempt to gain entry into the conceptual world of their subjects 
in order to understand how and what meaning they construct around events in their 
daily lives" (p.34). In this manner, multiple ways of interpreting experiences can be 
gained through interacting with others, with the result that it is the meaning of our 
experiences that constitutes reality which leads us to construe that reality, 
consequently, is "socially constructed", using Berger and Luckman's (1967) terms. 
Since this study purports to study the retrospective perceptions of dropouts on how 
the normative and structural side of schooling and school organization affect their 
school failure and exit, the interaction between the key figures in the study~the 
students, the teachers, the school administrators and other school personnel would be 
of prime importance in revealing the reality of the phenomenon, hence an 
interactionist perspective is the most appropriate “lens” for that purpose. 
Symbolic hiteractionism 
Jn examining the normative and structural side of schooling that contributes to school 
failure, it is envisaged that the human interaction process would be the main area of 
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focus. With this inquiry focus, the inquirer can only understand human actions by 
attending carefully to the overt behaviours, speech, and particular circumstances of 
behaviour settings in which the interaction occurs, thus meanings can only be 
generated in an interpretive sense. According to Blumer (1969) who was influenced 
by the philosopher and social theorist George Herbert Mead (1863-1931), this 
research paradigm of Symbolic Meractionism as it is called rests on three premises. 
Schwandt (1997) summarized the three central principles as follows: 
"(1) Humans act toward the objects and people in their environment on the 
basis of the meanings these objects and people have for them. (2) These 
meanings derive from the social interaction between and among individuals. 
Communication is symbolic because we communicate through language and 
other symbols and in communication create significant symbols. (3) Meanings 
are established and modified through an interpretive process undertaken by the 
individual actor." (p.148-149) 
Thus, it is a strong contrast to the belief that “it is determined by structural forces in 
society or from some psychological drives" (Woods 1992, p. 338). One major 
premise of inquiry of this sort is that inquiry must be grounded in the empirical world 
under study and by respecting the empirical world. By respecting the empirical world, 
one makes as few assumptions in advance of the study as possible. Moreover, Woods 
reminds us, "the inquirer must ‘wash clean，of any cultural frameworks and 
understandings that might be imposed on the data from outside. The task, then, is to 
capture the meanings that permeate the culture as understood by the participants" 
(Woods, 1992，p. 354). 
Subjects and Sampling 
In this study, dropouts were used as the subjects instead of at risk students because 
the researcher opined that dropouts, with a history of their school failure experiences 
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culminating finally in their exit from school, could give a more "holistic" and 
summative retrospective view of their school experiences than at risk students. The 
perceptions they convey would be more "mature" in the lapse of time after they quit 
school. 
In order to have a sizable number of subjects for multiple case analysis, two 
cohorts of subjects were selected by purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990). This 
sampling method is a practice of selecting cases that are likely to be information-rich 
with respect to the purposes of a qualitative study. Of the different types of sampling 
methods identified by Patton, criterion sampling was used for selecting the first 
cohort while a combination of convenience sampling and maximum variation 
sampling method was used for the second cohort. 
For the first cohort who are the outreach clients of one Hong Kong youth out-
reach association~The Hong Kong Playground Association, selection criteria had in 
advance been set with the aim of choosing a subject cohort that would approximate 
as far as possible the general dropout profile in Hong Kong. According to the 
Education Department's Non-attendance Team's figure, the gender ratio of boy 
dropouts to girl dropouts is 55:45. As to the school types, dropout literature points 
out that dropouts would come from an array of school types and ability ranges. Li fact, 
LeCompte & Dworkin (1991) point out that a growing number of able students who 
do not fit the traditional dropout profile also become dropouts~white, middle-class, 
living in the suburban. LeCompte & Dworkin (1991) reveals that “They were not at 
risk to begin with, rather they were put at risk by rigidities in the school system that 
pushed them out" ¢).50). Based on these research findings, preliminary criteira were 
set which include (1) the gender ratio should approximate the ratio of 55:45 given by 
38 
•:i 
the Hong Kong Education Department statistics, (2) the dropout history should be 
between 6 to 24 months to ensure a more accurate account of school experiences can 
be elicited from the subjects, (3) the age range should be between 14 to 16 in order 
that the maturity level of the subjects can facilitate a smoother and more in-depth 
interview, and (4) subjects should be chosen from a wide spectrum of school types, 
SES status according to their residence locality, and the level last attended in school. 
Li the end，6 boys and 5 girls were selected whose demographic characteristics are 
quite in accordance with those of the criteria set (see table 1). 
The second cohort consisted of 10 dropouts participating in the Association's 
"Unusual Academy" programme.(非常學堂）They were all conveniently sampled 
and ultimately chosen by considering their high attendance rate and their degree of 
co-operation for the benefits of arranging interviews and follow-up interviews at any 
time the researcher deemed necessary. At the same time，to address the research 
problems, the researcher deemed it necessary and fruitful to deliberately choose, 
according to the researcher's participant and non-participant observation and case 
workers' accounts, subjects who could represent and illustrate the range of variation 
in the reasons of their dropping out. Thus, some subjects who dropped out because of 
school factors were identified and chosen as well as some who claimed that their 
personal characteristics or their family or their peers led to their dropping out were 
also approached and chosen for case studies. 
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As a result, a total of21 dropouts (11 girls and 10 boys) were sampled and invited for 
interview. A breakdown of their demographic and personal attributes is presented 
in a table (see Table 1). 
Table 1 
Demographic Characteristics of the Subjects 
No. of Subjects 
^ M ^ l0 
Female 11 
Age Range 14 3 
15 16 
16 2 
House Type Government Quarter 1 
Private Public House 5 
Private Owned 6 
Public House 9 
Dropout Period 1 to 10 9 
(in months) 11 to20 8 
21 to 30 4 
Class last attended S1 6 
52 12 
53 3 
School Type I Subsidized 17 
Private 3 
Govt. 1 
School Type II Grammar 15 
Prevocational. 3 
Technical 2 
Special school 1 
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The general profile of a typical dropout subject in this research is a boy or a girl who 
is 15 years old, coming from a lower SES status family, has dropped out of school for 
between 1 to 10 months. The last level attended is S.2 and the usual school type 
he/she studied is a subsidized grammar school. 
It can be seen that the sampling result is quite representative of the population of 
dropouts. The gender ratio (55:45), the SES status (lower SES status), and school 
types (mainly subsidized grammar schools) and the dropout history are all compatible 
with the general profile drawn oflocal dropouts from research literature. 
Context of Study 
The whole study was conducted with the assistance of the Hong Kong 
Playground Association., hi its second running of a dropout retrieval programme 
called the “Unusual Academy"，the researcher was given the opportunity and 
assistance to interview and carry out participant observation of dropouts both from 
their out-reach teams and the Academy programme. The programme, which lasted 
6 months, is designed to help 40 screened dropouts to either return to schooling or 
find a job. There are three phases or elements in the programme, one for preparing 
them academically for returning to school,(重返校園篇）one for enhancing their 




The Research Design And Method 
As this is an exploratory study of the perceived school factors attributed by local 
dropouts to their school failure and dropping out, and their perceived ideal school 
patterns for students like them; the “what，，questions are naturally on top of the 
research foci agenda. In a perception study like this one, one's curiosity would rest 
contented with just knowing— "what school factors lead to their school failure 
experiences and their dropping out?" and “what kind of schooling would best suit 
them?". Given the school-bound framework of inquiry and the limited time 
constraint in the study, the '^how“ and “why” of their dropping out would be best 
answered by resorting to other research strategies in which factors outside the school 
realm would be taken into account and other research methods like experimental and 
quasi- experimental methods would be employed to address the reliability and 
validity issues. When examining the relative strengths and limitations of different 
research strategies, Yin (1989) points out three conditions governing the suitability 
and applicability of each strategy in different research situations, namely: (1) the type 
of research question posed, (2) the extent of control an investigator has over actual 
behavioural events, and (3) the degree of focus on contemporary as opposed to 
historical events. ¢).17) The fact that case study would allow answers to all three 
types of research questions ("why", “how，，，and "what") and it does not try to control 
the variables/ actual events all point to the efficacy and legitimacy of the 
methodology used in the study. 
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Multiple-case-study design 
The researcher used a multiple -case- study design (Yin 1989, 1993) to address 
the research questions as case study design is appropriate for the study since (a) it 
defines the topic broadly and not narrowly, (b) it covers contextual conditions and 
not just the phenomenon of study, and (c ) it relies on multiple and not singular 
sources of evidence (Yin 1993 , p. xi). Ethnographic methods like interviews, 
observations, document and physical evidence analysis were considered most at 
home in this multiple-case-study design. Yin (1993) cites Fetterman (1989), 
Jorgensen (1989), and Van Maanen, Dabbs，& Faulkner (1982) that ethnographic 
research is characterized by the researcher seeking to (a) gain a close-up detailed 
rendition ("thick description") of the real world; (b) claim that all evidence is relative 
and therefore cannot be independent of the investigator, thus favouring participant 
observation; and (c) permit and even encourage fieldwork to continue for a longer 
period of time and also encourage a reasonably unstructured manner so that “the 
regularities and rituals of everyday life can surface in a natural fashion" ¢).46). All 
these features are in harmony with the case study approach which is characterized by 
its wealth of empirical materials and the variety of methods used in data collection. 
Zonabend (1992) describes case study method as "the most complete and detailed 
sort of presentation of the subject under investigation, (made possible) by giving 
special attention to totalizing in the observation, reconstruction and analysis of the 
objects under study" (p.52). In light of this, the case study design was used with 
ethnographic research methods. 
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Unit of analysis 
The unit of analysis is the individual dropout subjects and there are twenty one 
of them in total, thus a multiple-case replication research design, in Yin's (1984) 
terms, is deemed appropriate. The evidence from multiple cases is often considered 
more compelling and the overall study is therefore regarded as being more robust. 
Every case should serve a specific purpose within the overall scope of inquiry. And 
Yin (1984) also draws our attention to the analogous nature of a multiple-case design 
to that of doing multiple experiments and the importance of adopting the "replication 
logic" instead of the "sampling logic" as used in surveys. In each of these cases, an 
individual case or subject is considered akin to a single experiment, and the analysis 
must follow cross- experiment (case) rather than within- experiment (case) design 
and procedure. 
Stake (1994), making references to Patton (1990) and Yin (1989) for supporting 
stances , contends that understanding the critical phenomenon may depend on 
choosing the case well. Listead of going for representativeness, Stake (1994) argues 
that one has to choose that case from which one could "leam the most" and that 
implies one has to choose the case with whom one could spend the most time. He 
further reminds us that, "Often it is better to leam a lot from an atypical case than a 
little from a magnificently typical case" ¢).243). It was with this in mind that the 
researcher in the preliminary stage purposively sampled his cases (subjects), 
concentrating on the degree of access and co-operativeness on the part of the target 
subjects. As is quite commonplace in case studies, during the course of the study 
when some important themes emerged, such as the subjects' personal traits, peer 
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influence, family influence and teachers' factor became prominent, the direction of 
selection of cases also underwent some change of course. Given some important 
information gained from the case workers as to particular subjects' dropout reasons 
and the researcher's own observations, some subjects were chosen because of their 
representativeness of a certain genre of dropouts with similar dropout reasons 
("typical cases，，)，thus in this way the other two "considerations" in choosing cases -
"balance" and "variety" are also taken account of. As a matter of fact, three typical 
cases were chosen and depicted in this study as a portrayal of three kinds of dropouts 
with quite different dropout reasons (see Chapter Four). 
Individual interviews, focus group interviews, participation observation and 
material evidence analysis were used to gather information in the two phases of the 
study. The first phase consisted of a pilot test of interview protocol (altogether 3 
revisions were made before constructing the final interview protocol - see 
Appendix I) and a preliminary construct of possible emergent patterns or categories 
with a cohort of 11 dropouts from the Association's Outreaching Team; while the 
second phase consisted of an in-depth case study of 10 participants in the dropout 
retrieval programme. It was deliberated that the findings from the first phase could be 
cross-referenced with those from the second phase to provide greater validity of the 
outcomes. 
Usually, in most quantitative research, especially experimental or quasi-
experimental studies, when the collection of data ceases, the research activity would 
focus on analysis and interpretation, hi most qualitative studies, there is a great 
difference between the two traditions in that the timing of analysis and the integration 
of analytic process with other research tasks is less distinctly sequenced. In other 
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words, data collection and analysis are inextricably linked in some research situations 
because the researcher may not know what questions to ask or refine until initial 
impressions and perceptions have been analyzed and tentative conclusions 
formulated. Similar strands of consideration for data collection and analysis were 
deemed necessary in this study. 
Analytic Induction 
During initial stages of analysis researchers have to decide how to retrieve the 
data, what to do with it, and what it all means. Goetz and LeCompte (1984) stress 
that researchers analyze their data by using formal, systematic, and logical procedures 
so as to generate constructs and establish relationships among them. They 
recommend that we first start with "theorizing" — a kind of thinking and 
manipulating data and which consists of intellectual tasks like perceiving, comparing, 
contrasting, aggregating’ and ordering. The aim is to establish linkages and 
relationships and to speculate. Then we have to look for negative or discrepant 
cases to compare, test, and refine our theoretical implications in a process termed 
“sequential selection strategy'' by Goetz and LeCompte (1984) which also involves 
theoretical sampling. They argue that this strategy actually combines theorizing 
activities in different ways. Then some general analytic methods like analytic 
induction, constant comparison, typological analysis, enumeration, and standardized 
observational protocols (see Figure 6) could be used either throughout the whole 
research process or at a certain phase in the study. 
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Figure 6 Different Types of Analytic Strategies. (Source: Goetz & LeCompte 
1984, p.l80) 
Analytic induction, being the most generative, inductive, subjective and constructive 
mode on the continua of strategy modes as can be seen in the above figure (fig. 6), 
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was adopted for this study. According to Bogdan and Biklen (1992), analytic 
induction is an approach to collecting and analyzing data as well as a way to develop 
theory and test it. It has had a long and controversial history (Becker, 1963; McCall 
and Simmon, 1969; Robinson, 1951; Tumer, 1953). It starts off with a research 
problem or focus, and then "...data are collected and analyzed to develop a 
descriptive model that encompasses all cases of the phenomena". (Bogdan and 
Biklen, 1992, p.70) 
Robinson (1951) is cited by Bogdan and Biklen (1992) to summarize analytic 
induction as follows: 
1 • Early in the research you develop a rough definition and explanation of the 
particular phenomenon. 
2. You hold the definition and explanation up to the data as they are collected. 
3. You modify the definition and /or explanation as you encounter new cases 
that do not fit the definition and explanation as formulated. 
4. You actively seek cases that you think may not fit into the formulation. 
5. You redefine the phenomenon and reformulate the explanation until a 
universal relationship is established, using each negative case to call for a 
redefinition or reformulation. 
(Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p, 72) 
Goetz and LeCompte (1984), making references to Robinson (1951) and 
Znaniecki (1934)，also describe this strategy as involving "... scanning the data 
for categories of phenomena and for relationships among such categories, 
developing working typologies and hypotheses upon an examination of initial 
cases, then modifying and refining them on the basis of subsequent cases". 
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Another analytical strategy or framework --the grounded theory approach is 
considered less relevant and appropriate to the research design of this study. Strauss 
(1987) described it as "...not really a specific method or technique. Rather, it is a 
style of doing qualitative analysis that includes a number of distinct features, such as 
theoretical sampling, and certain methodological guidelines , such as the making of 
constant comparisons and the use of a coding paradigm, to ensure conceptual 
development and density" (p. 5). 
In explaining the researcher's preference for analytical methodology, the 
following comment or reminder by Strauss (1987) on the guidelines and rules of 
adopting and applying grounded theory could best elucidate the rationale behind, 
"researchers need to be alive not only to the constraints and challenges of research 
settings and research aims, but to the nature of their data. They must also be alert to 
the temporal aspects or phasing of their researches, the open-ended character of the 
"best research" in any discipline, the immense significance of their own experiences 
as researchers, and the local contexts in which the researches are conducted." (p. 7-8). 
Strauss (1987) here rightly points out the kinds of considerations a researcher has to 
make in choosing between the grounded theory approach and analytic induction 
approach for his study. The researcher argues that, due to the following constraints 
and considerations, analytical induction is deemed more appropriate: 
1. The researcher entered the field of study with some prescribed theories that 
are considered at least tentatively relevant and useful for analytical purpose 
in the beginning phase. 
2. The time constraint (the "Unusual Academy" programme lasted only 6 
months) also has some bearing on the method used for the kind of "value-
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free" and starting-from-scratch type of entry and the kind of constant focus 
on recurrent events and the resultant induction, deduction, verification and 
refocusing phases characteristic of the grounded theory approach are all at 
odds with the time factor. 
3. Due to the time factor and the kind of constraints laid down by the Hong 
Kong Playground Association in protecting their clients from unwarranted 
investigation from outside, and also because some theories are tentatively 
adopted as the analytical framework prior to the study, interviewing is used 
as the primal data collection method and an interview protocol was 
designed，revised and finally adopted for use for the whole study process. 
There were not sufficient opportunities and time generated by the normative, 
organizational and temporal factors in the setting for doing a very in-depth 
and extensive process of induction, deduction and verification (triangulation) 
during the course of the study, which are inherently primal in doing a 
grounded theory study. 
Data Collection 
According to Yin (1984)，one of the strengths of case study method is its use of 
multiple sources of evidence which may include documentation, archival records, 
interviews, direct observations, participant observation, and physical artifacts. These 
multiple sources of evidence will help to form a case study data base which will link 
up the questions asked, the data collected and the conclusions to be drawn. Yin (1984) 
argues that incorporating these principles into a case study investigation will increase 
its quality substantially (p.78). 
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In the study, data were collected through focus group interviews, individual 
interviews, participant-observation, direct observations, and physical artifacts. It is 
worth mentioning that, as is common in qualitative research especially ethnographic 
research (Goetz & LeCompte，1984), the initially anticipated methods of data 
collection could be reviewed, "...adjusted, modified, or restricted on the basis of 
information acquired during the mapping phase of fieldwork" (p.l08). In the study, a 
case in point is the use of focus group interviews which were included in the middle 
phase of the study to complement the data collected from individual interviews. 
The characteristics of each of the above methods and the rationales for their 
incorporation into the study's corpus of data collection strategy will be elaborated in 
the following sections. 
Focus group interviews 
Beck et al. (1986) describe the method as "an informal discussion among 
selected individuals about specific topics relevant to the situation at hand". It is used 
because Merton and Kendall (1946) argue that they can: 
1. explain the relationship between a stimulus and an effect. 
2. provide information to assist in interpreting unexpected effects. 
3. provide verification in interpreting data that might otherwise only be 
conjecture. 
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4. provide alternative interpretations of findings that may not be obtainable 
using traditional quantitative methods. 
Individual interviews 
The individual interviews, varying from 30 minutes to an hour, were conducted for 
each of the total 21 dropouts (10 males and 11 females) with the facilitation of their 
case social workers. All the interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed in 
verbatim by a research assistant who is a graduate student of education. Very often 
when circumstances permitted, the case workers were asked ifthe dropouts' account 
tallied with what they knew about their subjects immediately after the interviews to 
ensure reliability. For the case study of the 10 dropouts, their case workers were 
individually interviewed for cross reference with the findings made by the researcher 
himself. Li the researcher's attempt to elicit the dropouts' perception of effective 
schooling for them (i.e. research question no.2), it was anticipated that the subjects' 
age and experience would pose problems in their giving a conceivable and accurate 
blueprint. To overcome this, a kind of "brainstorming checklist" (see appendix II) 
was used in a few focus group interviews to stimulate the subjects to make comments 
on the attributes given, but most importantly to initiate their imaginary conception of 
other school attributes that they thought might be conducive to a kind of schooling 
that would best accommodate them. 
Participant Observation 
Jorgensen (1989) delineates the areas where participant observation is most 
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appropriate as an investigation approach to study research problems as follows: 
1 • little is known about the phenomenon; 
2. there are important differences between the views of insiders as 
opposed to outsiders; 
3. the phenomenon is somehow obscured from the view of outsiders; or 
4. the phenomenon is hidden from public view. 
(Jorgensen 1989 p.12-13) 
As discussed in the introduction chapter, dropout research in Hong Kong has been 
restricted to survey methods only, the phenomenon is relatively "untouched" as far as 
the understanding of the dropouts' "voices' and their perceptions of ideal schooling 
are concerned. The world of everyday life as viewed from the standpoint of insiders 
is the fundamental reality to be described by participant observation (Znaniecki, 1934; 
Spradley, 1980). Jorgensen (1989), making references to Blumer (1969) and Agar 
(1986), also points out the kind of theories generated from doing participant 
observation, "theories provide a perspective , a way of seeing, or an interpretation 
aimed at understanding some phenomenon", (p.l6) 
The researcher entered the field setting (the "Unusual Academy" programme 
centre in Mongkok district in Hong Kong) in a kind of overt entry status which 
Jorgensen argues has the advantages of "... (raising) few ethical problems, is less 
difficult than other approaches, and ,when granted, tends to provide adequate access 
to phenomena of interest" (p. 45). First, the researcher requested a meeting with the 
Head of the Outreaching Section of the Hong Kong Playground Association to 
convince him of his genuine interest and the research significance in studying the 
dropout clients in the Academy programme, he also expressed that he would abide by 
all the rules and regulations laid down by the Association regarding any outsider's 
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research work with the aim of protecting their clients from unwarranted and 
unnecessary disturbances and disclosure of personal information. The meeting 
successfully secured the trust and co-operation of the Head. When the "Academy 
Programme" commenced, the researcher was introduced to the subjects by the Head 
and other people in the setting as a researcher-cum-tutor who would be teaching them 
and "talking" to them very often. The session in which the researcher did most of 
the participant observation study was called "Back to Schooling" which was one of 
three components of the association's 6-month programme, aiming at preparing the 
dropouts academically for returning to school. Some useful information like their 
study traits, peer influences, their interaction patterns with their peers and tutors, and 
social skills shown in the instruction periods, to name a few, were targetted for 
observation. The researcher opined that this information could shed light on a more 
holistic understanding of their school failure and dropping out. Non-participant 
observation was also attempted as far as possible especially before and after the 
instruction hours. Observation field notes were made for data collection. It took the 
researcher more than a month to gain rapport and co-operation with the subjects. The 
fact that in the early phase, many of the subjects who were absent on the Opening 
Day when the researcher was introduced still mistook the researcher as a tutor also 
helped in his developing trust and co-operation with the adolescents. It was not until 
well into the second month of the programme that the researcher could identify 
around ten to fifteen "good informants' who were co-operative and regular class 
attenders (for towards the middle phase of the study, truancy among the potential 
subjects was more frequent) for his individual interviews and observation. In the end, 
only eleven of them agreed to be interviewed. The other participants in the Academy 
programme were also subject to the same kind of observation foci in order to 
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construct a broader domain of analysis for cross reference and verification. 
Analysis of phvsical artifacts 
In this study, physical evidence of relevance was also collected and analyzed. 
This include the subjects' "wishing slips" made and hung on the wall on the 
Academy's Opening Ceremony in which the subjects were encouraged to write down 
what they expected from the Academy programme. Some remarked that they 
expected less rigid rules and more freedom in the Academy programme while some 
expressed the wish that the tutors and case workers could treat them as persons on an 
equal footing. The majority of them showed that the subjects felt that they had 
experienced too much mistrust, undue pressure and surveillance, and discrimination. 
Another source of material evidence came from parents of the subjects writing 
their feelings towards and expectations of the Academy programme on a piece of 
paper and putting it on a “wishing tree" prepared by the Academy staff. Generally, 
the parents expressed that they thought it would be nice to have an Academy which 
could give their children a second chance to leam how to prepare for returning to 
schooling. Some parents hoped that their children could find "good friends' among 
the tutors, case workers and schoolmates from whom they could leam and get 
counseling. 
Though initially targeted as one source of relevant material information, the 
subjects' personal records and their weekly progress reports written by case workers 
concerned were found to be inaccessible due to the consideration of privacy, 
anonymity, and confidentiality by the Hong Kong Playground Association staff. 
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Data Analysis 
After data are collected, the qualitative researcher often has to face the task of 
breaking down the data, conceptualizing them and putting them back into new forms 
- a process whom Strauss and Corbin (1990) call "coding", followed by 
"categorization" (Goetz and LeCompte, 1984). According to Bogdan and Biklen 
(1992), there are many types of coding systems or strategies with their accompanied 
theoretical approaches, but in this study, Goetz and LeCompte's (1984) coding 
("analytic") strategies and stages will be mainly alluded to and Strauss and Corbin,s 
(1990) "open coding" mainly used to generate themes and propositions. 
During the initial coding process or "open coding" of data collected in this multiple-
case design, the researcher, according to Strauss and Corbin (1990), has to make 
intra- case comparisons and ask questions like “What study are these data pertinent 
to ？"，“What category does this incident indicate?”, and “What is actually happening 
in the data? : (p.30-31) Goetz and LeCompte call this process "categorization" 
which "first requires the ethnographers to describe what they observe，to divide 
observed phenomena into units, and to indicate how units are like and unlike each 
other" ¢). 170). Central to categorization is the generation or identification of the 
properties and attributes that the data units of a category (or a case ) share, therefore, 
the data have to be scanned through systematic content analysis. The researcher then 
goes on to discover the properties of a category/case by listing how all units are alike 
and how they differ from units outside the category/case. Core properties are then 
identified and used to develop an abstract definition of the category/case or a "theme". 
Goetz and LeCompte (1984) point out that "other properties may be differently 
shared among the units of a category or may be shared with data units belonging to 
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different categories. Some properties differentially shared among data units can be 
used to order subcategories or a categorical hierarchy" (p.l71). 
Coding Strategies 
As is mentioned in the chapter on research design, there are, according to Goetz 
and LeCompte (1984) five generic analytic strategies; namely, standardized 
observational protocols, enumeration, typological analysis, constant comparison, and 
analytic induction with the last one being the most generative, constructive, 
subjective, and inductive of the five. 
In the following section, the researcher explains how, following the analysis 
process suggested by Goetz and LeCompte (1984), he went through some of the 
analytic strategies in stages before formulating four themes and propositions about 
school restructuring for at-risk kids (see the chapter on Implications). 
Enumeration. 
First, instead of using a kind of standardized observation protocol for deductively 
analyzing observational data, the researcher saw a more appropriate data collection 
method for the study to be interviews, both individual and in groups, since the 
opportunities for participant and non-participant observation were limited. Some 
observation notes were written but the interview transcriptions constitute the bulk of 
data collected. In fact, armed with some preconceived relevant theoretical 
underpinnings like "alienation" and "school engagement" from Merton (1953) and 
Wehlage et al. (1989) respectively before entering the field, the researcher first 
drafted an interview protocol and had it pilot-tested with the first four subjects 
interviewed. The interview protocol ultimately underwent three revisions with more 
understanding and clarification of the culture of the subjects and the nuances of the 
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phenomenon under study. It is at this stage that enumeration was used in analyzing 
the data collected from interviews. Enumeration, according to Goetz and LeCompte 
(1984) is actually a data analysis strategy that uses frequency counts to precisely 
identify certain phenomena or categories of phenomena for the sake ofconsistency 
and data quality control. Thus it requires explicitly formulated analytic units so that 
what is countable is clearly designated. And these units may be developed on site by 
the researcher or borrowed from others' schemes. For this study, enumeration was 
done by first scanning the mass of interview data and then counting the number of 
occurrences of certain codes or analytic units for further investigation. Such 
enumeration requires both inductive and deductive reasoning and requires theorizing 
tasks like comparing, contrasting, aggregating, and ordering mentioned earlier. After 
enumeration, such codes or patterns like "teachers picking at students', "teachers lack 
care", and "teacher's mistrust ofstudents' were found to have emerged "strongly" 
and were considered worthy of further inquiry. This analysis strategy also provided 
strictly descriptive material, according to Goetz and LeCompte (1984)，and may 
"augment attempts to generate, refine, or verify hypotheses" (p.l86). How it 
augments the refinement of some preconceived hypotheses in this study will be 
discussed in the following paragraph. 
Typological analysis 
Typological analysis was then conducted after enumeration. This involves "dividing 
everything observed into groups or categories on the basis of some canon for 
disaggregating a whole phenomenon. Such typologies may be devised from a 
theoretical framework or set of propositions or from common-sense or mundane 
perceptions of reality" (Goetz and LeCompte, p.l83). Typologies, both atheoretical 
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or theoretical, can be made by "cross-coding" so that relationships among the various 
categories can be identified, with the possible result that certain categoriess can be 
subsumed under one more over-arching category and even labelled. In this study, 
cross-coding the various teachers' behaviours and attitudes towards the at-risk 
students mentioned earlier yielded the typologies like "teachers' culture" or 
"teachers'acts" towards at-risk students. In the case of this study, the typologies are 
theoretical in that the researcher was influenced by theories put forward by Richardon 
et al. (1989), LeCompte and Dworkin (1991) and Wehlage et al. (1989) regarding the 
roles teachers play in constructing alienation among at-risk students. 
Analytic Induction 
Schwandt (1997) describes analytic induction as: 
A strategy for analyzing qualitative data based on the assumption that the 
inquirer should formulate propositions that apply to all instances (or cases) of 
the problem under analysis. After initial examination of the data, the inquirer 
develops working hypotheses to explain the data. One example, instance, 
episode, or case in the data corpus is examined to determine whether the 
hypothesis fits the facts ofthat instance. If the hypothesis fits, the inquirer 
moves to the next instance and again tests for fit. If the hypothesis does not fit 
the facts, the hypothesis is revised or the phenomenon to be explained is 
redefined to exclude that instance... .The intent here is to use negative instances 
for continuous refinement of the hypothesis until all instances can be 
satisfactorily explained (p3). 
In this study, after the data were scanned and enumerated, they were categorized to 
form categorical typologies or subcategorical typologies. Taking the subjects' 
perceptions of ideal schooling as a case in point, sub-categorical typologies like 
"teaching be more interesting and relevant", "curriculum simpler and more 
diversified", "interested subjects offered", "school-to-work transition training”，and 
"Chinese as the medium of instruction" were first individually discerned ("coded") 
and then later their relationships were found by cross-coding. After theorizing, these 
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codes were collated to form a typology termed "academic engagement" which was 
inspired by the theories put forward by Finn (1989) and Wehlage et al. (1989) about 
dropout prevention . hi a similar vein, the other codes all went through the same kind 
oftheorizing to form three other typologies, namely, "accommodation", ‘school 
social engagement and organziation", and "teachers' culture". 
During inductive analysis, negative cases and discrepant cases have to be 
ideally found in order that the hypothesis can be refined or even reconstructed. Goetz 
and LeCompte (1984) outline the functions of negative cases as follows: "Negative 
cases allow researchers to establish the parameters or distribution of a construct. 
Negative-case selection also provides instances that indicate the degree of 
applicability of a construct and the conditions or circumstances under which it can be 
expected to obtain" (p.l75). When discrepant cases are found, they are considered to 
be “•.. an instance that modifies, refines, or elaborates a construct" (p. 176). Goetz 
and LeCompte (1984) also point out that "Negative- and discrepant-case selection are 
guided by common-sense assumptions, by empirical or participant concerns, by 
evaluative or normative expectations, or by explicit theoretical and conceptual 
frameworks used semideductively." ^>.176). As an illustration ofhow negative and 
discrepant cases help shape the final hypotheses by Analytic Induction, the following 
case in the analysis process is worth citing. In the middle ofthe data collection, all 
the data proved to be germane to the hypotheses tentatively derived~""The school 
factors are proved to be the major reason why the interviewees (dropouts) quit 
schooling". Partly by intuition and partly by evaluative expectations, four subjects, 
despite sharing a lot of similar attributes and experiences with those who say that the 
school is the sole culprit, were found claiming that their personal traits are to blatne 
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instead. In this way, these four cases become the "negative cases” whereby the 
original hypotheses of"the school is the sole culprit for causing the subjects to have 
school failure experience and to eventually drop out" is modified to include the 
personal factors. As for a discrepant case, an example is found when a subject 
mentioned that examinations and tests, whose adverse effects have been well 
documented in research literature to be very positively related with school failure and 
dropping out, are "not too bad after all... at least they let us know where we stand in 
the class". 
Triangulation and trustworthiness 
Triangulation is a means of checking the integrity of the inferences one draws. It can 
involve the use ofmultiple data sources, multiple investigators, multiple methods or 
all of these, hi other words, the central aim of triangulation is to examine a single 
social phenomenon from more than one vantage point. However, Hammersley and 
Atkinson (1983) caution us that: 
“one should not …adopt a naively ‘optimistic view，that the aggregation ofdata 
from different sources will unproblematically add up to produce a more 
complete picture_ differences between sets or types of data may be just as 
important and illuminating_ What is involved in triangulation is not just a 
matter of checking whether inferences are valid, but of discovering which 
inferences are valid". (Schwandt, 1997, p.l64) 
hi this study, attempts were made to triangulate assertions, findings, and 
interpretations found in both the data collection and data analysis phase. In the 
individual interview phase, as far as possible, the researcher would ask the case 
social worker present to comment on the reliability of the assertions made by the 
subjects after the interview. In almost all the cases, the case workers reported that 
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what the subjects asserted was true as far as his/Tier knowledge was concerned. For 
the data analysis phase, one of the researcher's colleagues randomly checked 50% of 
the coding done with the data collected to ensure inter-rater accuracy. Also cross-
referencing of data collected from different data collection methods was done for 
reliability checking. Triangulation interviews were conducted with the subjects' 
parents, peers and case workers as far as the situation allowed. Nevertheless, as 
mentioned in earlier chapters, the contextual and legal constraints imposed or 
generated had, to a certain extent, inhibited the process of revisiting the subjects for 
member validation; and triangulation with some significant others was also found 
difficult. 
One set of criteria that has been offered for judging the rigour of qualitative 
inquiry is called the "trustworthiness" criteria, attributed to Guba & Lincoln (1985). 
They claim that 'trustworthiness' is the equivalent of validity and reliability in 
positivist research. Trustworthiness was defined as "that quality of an investigation 
(and its findings) that made it noteworthy to audiences" (Schwandt 1997, p.l64). For 
the four criteria of (1) credibility, (2) transferability, (3) dependability, and (4) 
confirmability, Schwandt points out that Guba & Lincoln specify a set of procedures 
that are useful in meeting the criteria such as auditing, member checking and peer 
debriefing. There are many, like Patton (1990)，who argue that the discipline and 
rigour of qualitative analysis depends on solid description. Li fact, solid "thick 
description" lends itself to a great facilitation of meeting some of the 
"trustworthiness" criteria mentioned earlier. Basically, the researcher employed the 
following methods to ensure that a comprehensive and accurate description or 
interpretation of a phenomenon was generated: 
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(1) by using analytic induction; 
(2) by providing "thick description" in terms of the description of research design, 
sampling, data collection methods, data analysis strategies, and other important 
components of the research process for the benefits of auditing (a kind of 
rendering "...ajudgment about the dependability of procedures employed by the 
researcher and the extent to which the conclusions or findings of the study are 
confirmable" first espounded by Lincoln & Guba (Schwandt 1997, p.6)) and 
"naturalistic generalizations" ( a way of giving detailed analysis and 
interpretation input to our readers so that they can consider their own 
interpretations—a term originated from Stake and Trumbull, 1982); 
(3) by making comparative reference to multiple data sources, such as findings from 
interviews are compared against those from participant or non-participant 
observations and focus group interviews; 
(4) random checking 50% of the coding and analysis of data by a colleague of the 
researcher; , 
(5) triangulation with the subjects' peers, case workers and parents as far as 
possible. 
However, as mentioned earlier, the short time span spent in the field, the legal and 
contextual constraints that have important implications for the degree of access to 
information sources did have some impact on the study's attempt to achieve the 
greatest degree of trustworthiness possible. These can be considered as the 





In this chapter, first, the findings from each of the data collection methods used 
are given. Then, from the findings of the individual interviews, the major reasons the 
subjects gave for causing them to fail in school and drop out are categorized and 
tabulated. Three typical cases, chosen for their representation of a variety ofdropout 
reasons after lengthy analysis and triangulation at the later phase of the study, are 
then given to illuminate the ways the school factor, the personal factor and the family 
factor affect their decision to drop out. Ten emergent themes from the interviews 
with the subject are first described and then explained through the researcher's 
participant observation in the study. Perceptions of the subjects toward some kind of 
ideal schooling for them are disclosed and categorized under four areas: 
accommodation, academic engagement, school social engagement and teacher 
culture. Findings from other relevant Hong Kong studies (mainly from the 
Pleasurable Learning Project by Tse et al. (1995) and the Hong Kong Federation of 
Youth Groups Dropout Report in 1994) or abroad are cited for comparative 
illumination ofthe similarities and differences in findings between studies done in 
different contexts and with different approaches, bi a concluding note to this chapter, 
the findings to the two research questions are summarized. 
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Research findings from the various data collection methods 
From the findings gathered from individual interviews, group interviews and 
both participant and non-participant observations, a general picture of the dropouts' 
school experiences prior to their leaving school was constructed. 
Before revealing the findings, the researcher will briefly introduce the findings or 
observations made in the (1) participant observation phase, (2) focus group interview 
phase and (3) non-participant observation phase so as to construct an aggregated 
picture with the more structured findings in the interview phase. At times, the 
findings in the above phases shed some useful light on the findings in the interview 
phase as the subjects' perceptions verbally made in the interview can be interestingly 
compared with observation findings about their performance, deeds and feelings. 
Also findings from what the case workers, their parents and their fellow "classmates' 
in the "Unusual Academy" said and felt in their interaction process was useful for 
validating and re-assessing the information the subjects gave in the interview phase. 
Participant Observation 
The researcher deemed it fruitful to play the role of a "tutor" in HKPA "Unusual 
Academy" in that he could directly interact with the subjects in a simulated 
classroom setting，observe and gain some useful data as to their learning aptitudes, 
learning styles, interaction patterns with the "teacher" and their "classmates" and 
even their "inner" sides like their needs, interests and personal agenda. 
In the six-month course of the programme, the researcher sometimes came to 
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the Academy once or twice a week to teach one of the four groups of dropouts in the 
“Return to Schooling” phase, depending on his time availability. Actually the 
Academy had hired four "tutors" to teach the four groups of the Academy 
participants. Li all, the researcher conducted about 20 teaching sessions with the 
participants. 
During these 20 sessions, through direct and non-participant observation, the 
researcher observed that these dropouts (some are my subjects and some are not) 
basically have the following personal traits and performance: 
Learning motivation 
Those with an aim of returning to school had a higher learning motivation and thus 
their attendance record also ranked the highest. Those with an aspiration offinding a 
job or finding apprenticeship and those who had not yet decided on their future path 
were among those who had a lower attendance record and poorer learning 
motivation. 
Learning aptitudes 
Again, those who aim to return to school concentrate more on the academic subjects 
and the study skills taught in the lessons. From the accounts of case workers who 
took them to job-training in a local Vocational Training Centre，those who are job-
oriented performed well in training sessions (auto-repairing for boys and office 
practice for girls), hi fact, in a kind of pre-training assessment given by the 
Vocational Training Centre, all the participants got "B" and one girl even got “A”. 
Also, the researcher witnessed one subject demonstrating quick and brilliant mastery 
of study skills relating to concept learning which he jovially and brilliantly used with 
his knowledge of triads. And another subject demonstrated excellent mastery of the 
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Chinese computer character input system. However, a slight majority of the 
participants are the "undecided ones" who performed the least well in both the 
"Return to Schooling" phase and the "Job Training" phase. 
Learning stvles and interaction patterns 
The vast majority ofthe dropouts prefer a lively, stimulating and game-oriented kind 
ofteaching. They like their teacher to be someone who can tell jokes, say things that 
are congruent with their interests, sharp-witted verbally and mentally so thatajovial 
atmosphere can be exchanged in which the teacher can ridicule the students in a 
harmless and funny way and the students can "out-smart" the teacher in retum. 
Didactic teaching is naturally disdained. Flexibility in handling classroom regulation, 
equitable interaction patterns between teacher and pupils, and games-filled teaching 
activities are preferred. Also a high teacher-pupil ratio teaching pattem was observed 
to be most successful. In one session, when only 7 out of the original 30 participants 
turned up in one lesson, three tutors including the researcher were asked to group-
teach the 8 participants. After one tutor teaching them some basic knowledge about a 
certain topic in S. 1 mathematics, the other two tutors actually supervised their work 
in a ratio of one to two. The excellent results in terms of learning motivation and 
outcomes may suggest that a higher teacher-pupil ratio would be ideal in that the 
teacher could have more opportunity to address individual's learning problems, 
especially with these kids who are most in need of help and who are least 
knowledgeable or "culturally ignorant" about socially acceptable ways to solicit help. 
(For helpful teacher attitudes and behaviours as seen by behaviorally disordered 
youths, see the section on "Accommodation" in the Lnplications below) 
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Personal Character and Self Concept 
Research findings show that dropouts tend to present less positive self-perception, 
less self-confidence, and more external locus of control (Bachman et al.，1971; 
Ekstrom et al., 1986; Rumberger, 1983; Wehlage and Rutter, 1986). When their self 
concept concerns their learning, they seem to have a low sense of self efficacy, but 
when the issue is about non-academic matters, like how to "outsmart" others or how 
to get along with others they respect and anything else that falls within their hidden 
agenda, their self concept shown is high. A good case in point is the case mentioned 
above about a subject demonstrating good concept learning strategies with his triad 
knowledge. As to their characters, they varyjust like a kind of spectrum ranging from 
timidness and obedience at the one end ( e.g. Subject J and A) to an outrage of 
unrestrained temper tantrums and disrespect towards non-peers at the other end (e.g. 
Subject G and Q). However, most of them show a combination of rebellious and 
conformity traits. Strong leadership , benevolence and a good sense ofrationality are 
also found among them (e.g. Subject D and F). 
All of the above observations are quite in keeping with previous research on 
dropouts' behaviour and observable traits. Finn (1989) quoting Elliott et al. (1966) 
described intellectually capable dropouts from a lower-class culture as “—(focused) 
upon such things as avoidance oftrouble, development of physical prowess...skill in 
duping or outsmarting others...a philosophy which emphasizes ... a minimum of 
personal control over one's destiny" (p.l81). 
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Focus Group Interviews 
It was intended that two to three focus group interviews with five to six subjects 
participating each time would be held to inquire into the subjects' perceptions of 
ideal schooling for students like them. However, the un-cooperativeness of some of 
the subjects and the timing factor when it came to the later phase ofthe study made it 
difficult. Instead, only three focus group interviews could be arranged during the 
“Back to Schooling" session and since only a minority of the participants tumed up 
in this session，altogether six participants underwent the three focus group interviews 
instead of the 15 or so planned. 
In order to solicit their perceptions of ideal schooling and in view of their 
physical and mental age and their little exposure to this issue, the researcher decided 
to use a kind of "checklist" (see Appendix 2) to prompt them into naming some 
characteristics ofan ‘ideal，school that would best accommodate their views. Despite 
this, the findings may be unsatisfactory, with the main reason being that it was 
usually held before the lunch break (altogether 30-35 minutes ) and the participants 
were yearning to leave for lunch. Also the tight schedule of the Academy programme 
in a way ruled out the possibility offinding a better and longer time slot for the group 
interviews. Finally, it was decided that only the interview findings about their 
perceptions ofideal schooling could be used for data collection and analysis. 
Non-participant observation 
Some useful information was gained by observing the subjects after the lesson, 
their interaction with their case workers, and also their parents when they came to the 
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Parents' Day and the Graduation Night. 
A slight majority of the subjects were quite well-behaved in class, with 
ridiculing, chatting with others, passing around objects they found interesting and 
sometimes playful jostling around constituting the bulk of their "activities" in class. 
They also obliged the teacher's light-hearted signals to them to reduce their nuisance. 
Some were very sullen and seemed deeply immersed in their own thinking or worries. 
A couple ofthem burst into temper tantrums quite easily and often gave the teacher 
and the case worker present a very hard time. Sometimes they would simply ignore 
the case worker's plea and would leave the room in an apparent loss ofselfcontrol. 
All these accounts served two purposes: (1) to elaborate the kind of rationales 
for using these research methods and to outline some of the difficulties encountered 
that would affect the data collection phase; and (2) to give a general picture of the 
researcher's impression of the subjects when they were in a simulated classroom 
setting. Their feelings, their acts, their language and their interaction patterns during 
those sessions would reflect partly if not wholly on their previous school 
performance in class. These should provide us with a useful background framework 
against which we should examine the findings made in the interviews for cross 
reference. 
Tnterview findings 
Using semi-structured interviews, the dropouts' perceptions of the major and 
minor reasons leading to their school failure or dropping out were also elicited. Most 
ofthe subjects (17 out ofthe total 21 ) gave very explicit and assertive reasons for 
their dropping out while for others, the researcher had to further probe them for 
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clarification or to re-visit the question at a later phase of the interview. In a similar 
vein, some of the subjects could give very steadfast and assertive responses to the 
question, "What are the major reasons for your dropping out?" The criteria the 
researcher used to judge whether the reasons the subjects gave for their dropping out 
were "major reasons" or not were (1) the severity of their tone when mentioning the 
reasons，(2) the frequency the particular reasons were mentioned in an unguided 
phase of the interview and (3) implicit knowledge deduced from the subjects' 
account. To ensure validity of the final perceptions deduced from the dropouts' 
“voices”，a colleague of the researcher randomly coded 50% of the transcripts and 
compared the themes emerged with those of the researcher. Any discrepancies 
arising were further discussed and analyzed until a consensual theme was arrived at. 
In the Appendix III, case profiles of the subjects are made, based on the 
information gained from the individual interviews. Using the interview guide (see 
Appendix I) which had been pilot tested and subsequently revised, four intended 
areas of information were obtained; namely, (1) the subjects' expectations of 
schooling, (2) major and minor reasons perceived by the subjects for their dropping 
out, (3) other minor school factors mentioned linking to the subjects' school failure 
and dropping out, and (4) if applicable, reasons for their returning to school. As 
mentioned earlier, when it came to tapping the subjects' perception ofmajor or minor 
reasons for their dropping out, the subjects were given freedom to make their 
attributions at first and their attributions were only later probed and re-visited for 
confirmation sake. It can be seen from the following case profiles that some subjects 
explicitly held the school accountable while others blamed themselves and some 
deemed both themselves and the school to be at fault. 
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Based on the information from the case profiles, the following table is constructed 
for easier reference to show the major or minor reasons the subjects gave for their 
dropping out. It is worth noting that the numbers shown in the table represent the 
number of attribution entries made by the subjects concerning some themes 
mentioned and not the number of subjects making such attribution because the 
subjects were told they could give more than one attribution ifthey so chose. 
Table 2 
Reasons for dropping out as perceived by subiects: 
Major ~ ~ | ~ " ^ | B ^ ~ ^ “ 
. ... 
Factors attributed as Number ^ Factors attributed to Number of attribution 
reasons for their attribution for their dropping out entries made by 
dropping out as entries made byas perceived by subjects 
perceived by subjects subjects * subject  
Personal Personal 
herself to blame (like 8 
to fool around) 




classmates (boycott/ 4 classmates (boycotty^ 1 
gossip/ bullying) gossip/ bullying) 
Teachers' labelling 5 Teachers' lack of 2 
care  
Teachers' picking on 6 Teachers' picking on 1 
Teachers' mistrust 1 school rules 1 
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Teachers hard to get 3 Total 5 
along 
schooling irrelevant/ 5 
boring 
school's mishandling 4 
of cases 
school rules harsh or 3 
unfair 
school work difficult 2 
Total 33 
Familv “ Family 
family quarrels 1 family quarrels/ 2 
parents divorced  
f ^ 1 Total 2 
Peer Tnfluence Peer Influence 
peers playtruant 1 peers play truant 2 
f ^ 1 Total 2 
Economic (have to Economic (have to 
worktoeamliving) |worktoeam living)  
Note: 
• means subjects can make more than one attribution 
73 
Table 3 
A breakdown ofthe subiects，perceptions hv sex/maior reasons for dr0ppin9; out: 
Majo r reasons perceived forNo. ofsubjects Gender 
dropping out making_such 
perceptions M F 
school alone 11 ^ ^ 
school + peer 1 0 1 
school + personal 5 4 1 
school + personal + family 1 0 1 
personal alone 2 1 1 
personal + family 1 ^ 1 
f ^ u Jo n 
It was found that 18 out ofthe total 21 subjects (85%) attributed their dropping out to 
the school factors alone or to other factors, while only 3 (15%) blamed themselves 
and their family for their early school leaving. Among those 18，11 of them (61%) 
blamed the school as the sole culprit with 6 of them girls and 5 boys. When 
compared with some similar overseas findings such as Mann (1987) who observed 
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that 51% of the males and 33% of the females who dropped out of school gave 
school-related reasons for dropping out, a markedly higher proportion ofrespondents 
in this study held the school (and the teachers) accountable. This can be accounted 
for by the fact that the boundary ofthis study focuses on school factors primarily and 
the interview questions are centred around the school and teachers. Peer factors, 
family factors and personal factors were sporadically and scantily mentioned by the 
subjects in the interviews. The 85% school-related attribution rate is also high when 
compared with similar findings in the local context. The Hong Kong Federation of 
Youth Groups' Dropout Report in 1994 reported only a rough 72% (p.46) 
Three Tvoical Cases 
It is envisaged that a more detailed case account ("thick description") of some ofthe 
subjects would facilitate one's understanding ofhow the school, the family, the peer 
and the personal factors individually or in inter-related fashion come into play in the 
school failure and dropping out process. As can be seen from Table 3, there are 11 
subjects who think the school factor alone causes them to quit, 2 ofthem blame it on 
themselves and 2 claim their family factors play a part in their dropping out. The 
three typical cases are chosen from these three cohorts because of their typicality of 
characteristics due to that cohort of subjects in terms of the dropout reasons attributed. 
The selection is through lengthy focused observation and supported by evidence 
generated from data analyzed at the later phase of the study. Also their case workers' 
account and views are also taken into consideration. In the following three case 
descriptions, pseudonyms are used to protect their identify. 
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Mei Ling 
This is a case in which the peer influence factor is seen to be the most important 
dominant factor. 
She is a very out-spoken, outgoing girl with a kind of tactfulness and maturity that is 
not becoming of a girl ofher age and her dropout status. She is articulate and tactful, 
pleasing many ofher peers and adults in the Academy (case workers，tutors and even 
guest speaker). Possessing a comparatively higher intellectual and academic calibre 
than the other subjects, she is considered one of the "hopefuls" by the Academy staff 
who believed that she stood a higher chance of making it back to school, in fact, in an 
assessment test by the Vocational Training Centre in the Academy's job placement 
visit to the Centre, she was the only one who scored an "A" in the test. 
As regards her personal aspirations and self-concept, she seems to have high self-
efficacy and with her academic capability, intends to aim high - to become a social 
worker. In fact, her articulate, jovial nature plus her good academic standards 
impressed a guest speaker who is the vice-principal of a local secondary school so 
much that he contemplated giving her a place in his school on the condition that she 
passed a series of interview tests to the satisfaction of teachers and Heads 
(Counselling Department of the school) concerned. Nevertheless, to the dismay of 
many, she failed to tum up in the second interview test and was considered to have 
forfeited the chance given to her . From case workers working with her, she is said 
to be very vulnerable to peer influence and is especially influenced by her boyfriend. 
It is believed that her peers and her boy-friend had somehow discouraged her from 
going back to school. From the researcher's observation and knowledge of the girl, 
she is the type that gives only lip-service to everything but exerts little effort in the 
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undertaking of her expressed desires. Her poor attendance rate in the Academy 
programme shows that she did not want to commit her time and effort to preparing 
herself, academically and behaviorally, for going back to school. She also can see her 
strengths and weaknesses well, for she clearly shows that she herself is to blame for 
dropping out when she said: "It is I who have to change, not the school" and “H I^ had 
the chance to go back to school, the first thing I would like to see changed is my way 
of communication with my teachers and other school staff, (it) really caused me to 
have a very bad time in my school days". 
Siu Mei 
In this case, the family factor plays the most significant role in the subjects' decision 
to go back to schooling. On the surface, the girl, just like Mei Ling, is active, clever 
and articulate. In fact, she and subject H and another girl are often seen together. She 
also comes from a relatively better school than the other subjects - a prestigious 
secondary gmmmar school, hi the researcher's participant observation, this girl 
demonstrated the highest interest and biggest involvement in ahnost all the academic, 
social and skills-training activities in the Academy's programme. She is also one of 
the few Academy staffs "favourites" and "hopefuls" after Mei Ling. Contrary to Mei 
Ling, she had shown more consistent and greater commitment to preparing herselffor 
returning to school, in fact, her attendance record was one of the few most 
satisfactory ones. During the tuition, the researcher found her well-mannered, 
respectful, and willing to leam. She was always willing to give her best efforts either 
in her academic study or in some social service activities e.g. visiting the mentally 
handicapped children in a hospital. From her own account, she enjoyed good 
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relationships with her classmates and teachers in school. Except for the Art lessons, 
she found teachers' teaching mostly boring. When asked what caused her to drop out, 
she blatantly admitted she herself was to blame with her fooling around with her 
classmates and playing truant. Unlike the other subjects who harboured no such 
aspirations, she desired the school to offer opportunities for students to develop their 
potential to achieve. Perhaps the only possible and observable flaw that might lead to 
her previous school failure and subsequent dropping out is her easy prey to outside 
distraction and her short attention span. Whenever she came across some teaching or 
activities that she found boring, she would turn to some harmless fun-making acts 
and engage in some jovial bantering with her classmates in the Academy. However, 
she would stop at the slightest hint ofdisapproval by the tutor or the case worker. 
At first the researcher was struck by surprise to find that approaching the later phase 
of the programme when only a handful of the subjects turned up in the lessons, 
subject B still tumed up in the lessons even though her good friend, subject C，was 
absent. From the case worker's account, subject B's mother had kept a very close 
vigilance on her and she was much urged to prepare for returning to school. Her 
mother seemed to prize her successful strict control over subject B in the Parents 
Session of the Graduation Night when parents of the Academy's dropouts met to 
discuss ways of looking after their at-risk children under the guidance of a senior 
case worker. This seems to indicate that strong parental support and supervision 
could help to offset those negative influences from within or without the dropouts in 
their developmental process. 
Ah Keung 
This is a case in which teacher's mistrust and labelling of marginal students caused 
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the subject to seek acceptance elsewhere. The subject is a stoutly-built 15-year-old 
boy. He has good manners with a pleasant smile. Despite some of his personal 
setbacks from schooling and at home, (he came from a broken lower-class family, his 
father sometimes left him with barely enough money to survive) he is of a pleasant, 
optimistic nature; cheering up and advising some ofhis peers who are worse offthan 
he. In fact, he had developed himself into a kind of leadership role model in the eyes 
of the Academy staff as well as his classmates. The Academy staff had vested him 
with the responsibility ofplanning social service activities as part of the Academy's 
Self-esteem training component and acting as the leading role of performance or 
speech presentation in such activities. 
His performance in this respect was excellent and he enjoyed great admiration from 
his tutors, case workers and his classmates in the Academy. 
As regards the reasons for his dropping out, in a tone without too much undue 
anguish, he complained ofhis teachers' labeling and subsequent mistrust ofhim. He 
revealed he was a nasty kid to mess with when he was in S.1 with his getting into 
company with some bad elements outside school. This became known by his 
school's Disciplinary Master who used this as an excuse to try to expel him. Luckily, 
the Catholic priest in his school pleaded for him and he was given a second chance to 
study in his school. Nevertheless, from hence forward his teachers harboured a 
mistrust ofhim so much so that he could not get promoted to S. 2 twice. In his third 
year of studying in S. 1，over some minor violations of school rules, he felt he had had 
enough and decided to quit. During the interview, he said he felt ashamed of his 
teachers who had never tried to give him a chance and had never trusted that he had 
broken off his relationships with his former bad company. From his case worker's 
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account, he was very anxious to go back to his old school to prove to his teachers that 
they were wrong. Trust, equity and second chances are often heard from his mouth 
during the interview. 
The emergent pattems/themes 
Based mainly on the reasons the dropouts gave for explaining their school 
failure/ dropping out, categorization is done by coding the reasons into themes or 
patterns that the researcher and the co-researcher found can be further collated and 
thematized. Some ofthese themes or emergent patterns are regarded by the dropouts 
as the major reasons for their dropping out while others are only of secondary 
importance. 
a. Dropouts blaming themselves 
Very few dropout research studies have reported and explained why some 
dropouts blamed themselves for their dropping out. It is interesting to note that, 
from the researcher's participation observation and triangulation with case workers, 
those three subjects who attributed their dropping out to their own faults are those 
who have the most intense desire to retum to schooling, no matter what kinds of 
reasons they have behind their attribution. Genuine remorse, social desirability effect 
in front ofthe researcher, family influence, and some critical life events (e.g. getting 
into bad company outside and eventually mentally and physically paying the price) 
and reference groups who have favourable impressions of schooling and teachers 
could all be some of the possible reasons leading them to blame themselves and to 
decide to try harder. Li fact, all the three subjects have now returned to schooling 
either in a full-time or a part-time mode. 
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Perhaps the following outcry best describes the "voice" of these group of 
dropouts: 
It is I who have to change, and not the school. (Subject H) 
b. Teachers' picking on them and labelling. 
The reported accounts of teachers picking on the misbehaved students are 
numerous and commonly found, especially in research on at-risk students' 
perceptions of school. In the Report on Pleasurable Learning, 29% of the subjects 
claimed they were "picked on" and teased by their teachers. When teachers are 
accused of picking on students, sometimes it is due to the labelling effect in which 
students are taken to task for things that are no fault of their own; sometimes it is 
because the students involved put on a continual struggle with the teacher and the 
teacher has no choice but to punish the student for the act itself and not the 
individual. 
The agony of a subject labelled and mistrusted by his teachers is best 
epitomized here in: 
Sometimes I really don't understand my teachers. I admit that I was quite 
naughty when I was in S. 1 but I have already "gone straight" later on but 
my teachers' mistrust of me is so great that.. . I didn't realize that they had 
consented to throw me out even over a very trivial offence ofmine (Subject 
D). 
c. Schooling is boring and irrelevant 
A stark 42% of the subjects in the Pleasurable Learning Project by Tse et al. 
(1995) find their teachers' teaching boring, a figure that is quite compatible with the 
high ranking of the theme "schooling is boring or irrelevant" in the subjects' 
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perception ladder. In this study, when the subjects complained that schooling is 
boring, at first they had difficulty in specifying which aspects of schooling that they 
perceive as boring. Only on further probing were four themes connected with "boring 
schooling" identified 一 teaching style, school fimctions, extra-curricular activities and 
curriculum offered. All these are said to be not addressing their personal interests and 
needs. 
At-risk students are not alone in finding school boring and irrelevant (Powell et 
al. 1985). LeCompte & Dworkin (1991) strongly criticized current schools for falling 
out of touch with the contemporary life of youths and the society they live and 
struggle in when they state: ‘school programs and educational policy are based upon 
obsolete conceptions of student characteristics, life experiences, family structure, 
labour market experience, and customary ways of learning thus what students are 
supposed to do and can do in school do not match" (p.55). Li Wehlage's terms, the 
students are neither academically nor socially engaged in their school life (Wehlage 
etal. 1989). 
d. School's mishandling of cases 
There are four accounts of school mishandling some of the students' 
disciplinary cases and they are all full of grief and antagonism, for the subjects 
involved accused the school , intentionally or unintentionally, of either "over-
reacting" to some minor issues or that the approach used is considered "dirty" or 
humiliating. 
An example of an "over-reacting" case: 
I really don't understand our teachers. They made such a fuss over our 
buying a hand-bag that costs more than HK$400. (Subject J) 
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The teachers are simply over-reacting. Actually the reason why we come to 
school is to leam, it (wearing ear-rings and necklace) actually is a very 
minor thing, just because some of us really have a crave for beauty, that's 
all. (SubjectP) 
A more serious accusation is made in which one subject accused the school of 
using "dirty" means to try to "nail him down". He was suspected of some violation of 
the school rules by the Disciplinary Master who had got no evidence at that time but 
he later on threatened the classmates of the subject to "tum him in" otherwise they 
would also be punished. A case of humiliation is heard in which one subject told 
the researcher how only he and other students in the class who are labelled as 
"deviant" were asked one day by the Disciplinary Master to attend a talk by one local 
anti-drug organization when in usual practice the whole class should attend. 
e. Teachers hard to get along with or don't care 
Teachers are often portrayed as either keeping a distance from at-risk students 
or that they don't care about them. The Report on Pleasurable Learning recorded a 
high 33% of subjects complaining that their teachers don't concem them. The Hong 
Kong Federation of Youth Groups Dropout Report reports 40.6% of respondents 
were dissatisfied that their teachefs took no remedial actions after knowing their 
personal plights and 18% stated their teachers simply ignored them. In this study, 
similar findings are found. More teachers are portrayed by the subjects as not caring .. 
Nevertheless we must remind ourselves that these are only the subjects' perceptions, 
the fact that personal bias and misconceptions on the part of the subjects may distort 
the facts should be bome in mind. Actually LeCompte & Dworkin (1991) point out 
three aspects why students believe that teachers don't care about them - one is that 
teachers are too much preoccupied or overloaded with paperwork or school chores, 
another is that the at-risk students lack the social skills to "signal" for help, and 
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thirdly, teachers lack cultural understanding which leads them to do things that 
students interpret as uncaring (Deyhle, 1989; Erickson, 1984). For those students 
who need attention most, but at the same are most incompetent in expressing their 
needs, teachers' lack of care is often cited as one of the system's alienating factors 
that lead to their dropping out. 
f. The relationships with fellow classmates 
Adolescents are always portrayed as treasuring the friendship and recognition 
of their fellow classmates and peers very much. "Classmate relationship" is ranked 
second after "Learning environment" in the Pleasurable Learning Project by Tse et al. 
(1995). Nevertheless, fellow classmates can either be a source of support or fun or 
they can be a source ofpain and problems. They can also be the reference groups or 
support groups who play a vital part in reinforcing or modifying at-risk students' 
decision to drop out or to stay. 
While 10 out ofthe 21 subjects look to their classmates or schoolmates for fUn 
and support when asked about their expectations from going to school (see the case 
profiles) , there are cases when some of their classmates can either betray them, 
slander them, boycott them or even physically assault them. Li one case, the subject 
as a new comer to a special boarding school for marginal students suffered much 
from his classmates' bullying, with the result that he finally quit that school. There is 
another case where a girl who accidentally went into pregnancy was met with cruel 
gossip and slander by her classmates. She was advised by the school social worker to 
change school. Another girl who came to a new school in an outlying island in Hong 
Kong after her family moved there from the city also suffered from her classmates' 
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jealousy and boycott due to her "excellent English accent" and her westernized style. 
She was the daughter of a family who returned to Hong Kong a few years ago from 
Canada after some years of residence there. 
g. School regulations harsh or unfair 
Although half of the total number of subjects interviewed complained at the 
beginning of the interview that school rules are too harsh, on further probing and 
asking them to give examples ofwhat they think are harsh penalties, they admitted 
that the penalties are not too harsh after all and the examples they give also suggest 
that the school regulations in their schools are no more demanding than the majority 
of the schools in Hong Kong. Nevertheless, the literature portrays dropouts as more 
likely to challenge injustices in school than those who stay (Fine 1986). Vacha and 
McLaughlin (1992) indicate it is easy to link unjust school practices to their dropping 
out "for dropping out may represent an act of defiance or rebellion triggered by 
injustices in the school and the larger society" (p. 18). 
h. Fami1v problems 
Research literature has widely documented the adverse effects upon 
children and adolescents, both behaviourally and emotionally, when their family 
breaks up or some major changes occur to the family structure. These changes, 
Winter (1993a) contends, by quoting findings from a number oflocal studies like Li 
and Ng (1992) and Cheung and Lam (1992), might predispose the adolescents to 
psychological difficulties such as stress, depression, low self-esteem, delinquency 
and para-suicidal behaviour. 
Two subjects complained of the distress they experienced from their 
parents' quarrels or even divorce which, coupled with other factors, contribute to 
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their staying away from school as a temporal refuge. The number is significantly 
smaller than the findings from the Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups report 
which indicates that 51% ofthe respondents attributed their family problems to their 
dropping out. As to their academic problems, the Report also reveals 45% of the 
respondents say that their parents are "concerned" or "very much concerned" while a 
similar portion reveal that their parents always resort to reprimands and coercive 
measures. It is apparent that local students at risk of dropping out do not get the 
much-needed family support and understanding to help them weather through their 
turmoils. 
Most of the subjects in this study come from broken families or single-parent 
families and dropout research has widely documented that the dropouts' homes have 
substantially less educational support than the 'stayers'. Ekstrom et al. (1986) found 
that the two groups differ significantly in terms of the number of study aids available 
at home, opportunity for non-school-related learning, and parents' educational 
expectations, interest, and amount of attention to their children's school activities. 
In contrast to the average students surveyed by the Pleasurable Learning Project by 
Tse et al. (1995) whom 49% claim they have their parents' concern, Cervantes's 
(1966) study on the family dynamics of dropouts reported that the families of the 
dropouts had less intra-family communication and fewer friends. The dropouts 
themselves frequently reported that there was no one in the family in whom they 
could confide or who accepted them as "complete persons". 
i. Peers plav truant 
At-risk students are portrayed as very vulnerable to peer influence and group 
pressure. The dropout phenomenon is also no exception to the rule like other reports of 
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peer influence in youths' drugs taking, vandalism and other undesirable behaviours. 
LeCompte & Dworkin (1991) also cited some findings to point out that not only 
dropouts are influenced by peers who are also school failures but some are under group 
pressure to avoid success in school even though they are capable of it. Fordham and 
Ogbu (1986) and Willis (1977) found that students who succeed in school may be 
scapegoated or singled out for ridicule. 
j. School work difficult 
Contrary to what many people would anticipate and the findings from some Hong 
Kong studies on students' perception of homework and examination anxiety, only 
two subjects mentioned that their school work problems caused them to drop out. 
There exists the possibility that different categories of students perceive homework 
and examinations differently. Li the Pleasurable Learning Project by Tse et al. (1995), 
a high 53% of the subjects ( who can be classified as average normal students) 
complained they suffered from examination stress and 39% of them found their 
homework too much and too difficult. Although most of the subjects in this study 
complained about boring teaching, only half of them thought that their classwork was 
too difficult for them to handle or mentioned that school work, tests and 
examinations exerted any unbearable pressure on them that they had to quit school. 
In fact, one subject pointed out that tests and examinations had their merits "at least 
they (tests and examinations) let me know where I stand in the class. They help me to 
face the reality in knowing whether I would succeed or fail in school. No, I think they 
should stay...” . 14 out ofthe total 21 subjects said that they hoped to come to school 
to leam when asked about their expectations from schooling. The unexpected 
shrugging away ofthe school work factor as one of the reasons for their dropping out 
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may be due to the sad lesson they have leamed after repeated failures -- leamed 
hopelessness (Abramson et al. 1989). As a kind of defense mechanism, they 
disregard grades as anything that is worth their worry or concem. Another possible 
implication is that they treasure social engagement more than academic engagement 
in the terms ofWehlage et al's dropout theory mentioned previously. 
Some interim conclusions 
It can be seen that school factors are perceived by the subjects as the major 
reason that leads to their school failure and/or dropping out. Personal factors rank 
next, followed by family factors and peer factors. Economic factors are conceived by 
the subjects as totally irrelevant to their dropping out. The researcher believes that 
economic factors are considered as the least important because in traditional Chinese 
j 
families, the parents would always consider their duties as parents to strive to meet 
their children's monetary needs, even though they are not well off. The other reason 
j 
is that given the present economic conditions in Hong Kong, adolescents of the 
subjects' age would experience little difficulties in finding part-time jobs to meet 
their economic needs if they so desire . 
When comparing with the findings from the Pleasurable Learning Project by Tse 
et al. (1995) on the average students, dropouts in this study seem to fair worse in 
terms of their perceptions of their teachers' teaching, the problems arising from 
assignments and learning, parents' concem, and their teachers' care. For their 
classmates' relationships, most ofthe dropouts and the average students find support 
and confidence in their classmates. Another significant difference is that dropouts in 
this study do not see as much undue examination pressure on them as the average 
students, presumably due to the former's sense ofleamed hopelessness. 
88 
This study is not founded on the personal factors. Instead, to ftoher probe into 
the school factors that belie their perceptions of its connection with their school 
failure and dropping out, the researcher asked the subjects their perceptions of an 
ideal school that would best accommodate them ( Research question 2). This 
provides a kind of cross reference with the previous findings in the interviews so as 
to see which school factors matter most to their school failure or success. The 
following is a table showing their perceptions: (see table 4) 
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Table 4 
Perceptions of Ideal Schoolina 
I~Elements ofideal schooling as Np of subjects making such 
perceivedbysubjects propositions 
~schoo l functions/ extra-curricular 8 
activities more varied and interesting 
teachers' care 7 
flexible school rules 6 
teaching more interesting and relevant 5 
！ 
equity and trust from teachers 5 
"""students' voices heard 5  
|curriculum simpler & more diversified 4 
good relationships with classmates 4 
interested subjects offered 3 
school-to-workjob training and job 3 
placement 
get along well with teachers 2 
better school facilities 2 
more social workers 2 
more free time 2 
teacher as communication channeV 2 
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mediator 
Chinese as medium of teaching 1 
no labelling/prejudice 1 
1 
From the table, the following are themes that emerge. In descending order, they are: 
(1) engaging school functions 
(2) teachers' care 
(3) flexible school rules 
(4) more interesting and useful teaching 
(5) equity and trust 丨 
(6) students' voices heard 
(7) curriculum simpler and more diversified | 
(8) good relationships with classmates 
(9) interested subjects offered 
(10) school-to-work transition training 
(11) get along well with teachers 
(12) better school facilities 
(13) more social workers 
(14) more free time 
(15) teacher as communicator channel/mediator 
(16) Chinese as medium of instruction 
(17) no labelling/ prejudice 
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When we compare the subjects' perceptions of their dropout reasons with their 
perceptions of ideal schooling for cross reference, one can easily see some 
interpretative underpinnings linking the subjects' dropout attribution and their 
desired schooling, e.g. "schooling boring/ irrelevant" (one of the factors the subjects 
attributed to school failure/ dropping out) can be understood here as related to 
whether a school could provide “school-functions/extra-curricular activities that are 
more varied and interesting”, "flexible school rules", “teaching more interesting 
and relevant”，students' voices heard", “curriculum simpler & more diversified，’, 
“good relationships with classmates，，“interested subjects offered", “school-to-work 
transition training", “get along well with teachers”’ and even ''more free time,,. 
Similar interpretations can be made for the other school factors. The researcher 
admits that this kind of interpretation, though grounded to a certain extent in related 
literature studied, is subjective and needs some kind of triangulation for validation. If 
the time factor and contextual constraints mentioned had been resolved, this part of 
the inquiry certainly would have become more valid if follow-up procedures could 
have been made. This kind oftheorizing from the comparison of the two sets of data 
serves two purposes: both to explain why the subjects prefer certain aspects of 
schooling and to interpret their conception of certain school or teacher phenomena 
In this way, this analysis epitomizes what Coffey & Atkinson (1996) term as the 
explanatory and interpretive approach to qualitative research and theorizing . 
Categorization of their perceptions 
All the above perceptions of ideal schooling were obtained from the subjects in an 
unstructured manner ofinquiry at the end of the interview process. The above themes 
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could be subsumed under the following four headings, namely: accommodation or 
flexibility of school rules and standards, academic engagement, social (school) 
engagement and school organization, and teacher culture. The themes mentioned in 
each ofthe four categories are listed in a descending order, with the number(s) in the 
brackets denoting the number ofrespondents suggesting such school reform aspects. 
The labelling of these headings is partly based on the related literature studied and 
mentioned above, for example, "Academic engagement" and “school social 
engagement" come from Wehlage et al.,s (1989) theory of Academic and Social 
Engagement of dropout prevention while "Accommodation/ flexibility of school 
niles" and "teacher culture" are constructed from Miller et al. (1988) and Crowley 
( 1 9 9 3 ) about accommodating school climate and teachers' attitudes towards at-risk 
! 
students or potential dropouts. These theories or themes will be dealt with in more 






Categorization ofsubiects, perceptions oficiea1 schooling 
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, . " , ,... •… . [ . . . . . , . . . . 
• flexible school • teaching more • school functions/ • teachers' care 
rules (6) interesting and extra-curricular (7) 
relevant (5) activities more • equity and trust 
• curriculum varied and from teachers 
simpler and interesting (8) (5) 
more • students' voices • get along well 
diversified (4) heard (5) with teachers 
• interested • good relationships (2) 
subjects offered with classmates (4) • teacher as 
(3) • better school communication 
• school-to-work facilities (2) channel or 
transition • more free time (2) mediator (2) 
training and job • more social • no labelling/ 
placement (3) workers (2) prejudice (1) 




Note: The number(s) in the brackets denotes the number of respondents desiring such 
schooling aspect(s). 
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Summarv ofthe findings and their relation to the research questions 
Finding 1: (answer to Research Question no.la) 
"What are the dropouts' perceptions of the major reason(s) for their dropping 
out?" 
In this study, school failure and dropping out are found to be "nested" problems 
closely related to personal factors, school (including teachers) factors, peer influence 
factor and family factors. 
Finding 2: (answer to Research question no.lb) 
"What are the dropouts' perceptions of the school-related factors that lead to 
their school failure or dropping out?" i 
The school-related factors to which the subjects attributed for their school failure and 
dropping out are: teachers' and school's attitudes towards at-risk students (teacher 
and school culture); rigid school norms and school rules (accommodation); boring 
or mismatched curriculum and pedagogy (academic engagement); and relationships 
with classmates and the lack of school functions and opportunities that would make 
students feel they are members of the school (School Membership or Social 
Engagement) 
Finding 3: (answer to Research question no. 2) 
"What are the subjects' perceptions of schooling that they think would best 
accommodate their needs?" 
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Four factors the subjects think are critical for a school to restructure itself to 
accommodate them are found to be (1) accommodation, (2) academic engagement, (3) 
school social engagement and organization, and (4) teacher culture. Also, the subjects 
seem to prefer social engagement in school rather than academic engagement, 
judging from the number ofrespondents' preferences from Table 5. This may be due 
1 
to their leamed hopelessness as conceptualized by Abramson et al. (1989) and their 
giving up hope on their academic work after repeated failures. The more immediate 
and tangible aspects of social relationships between themselves and their classmates 
i 




The study mainly purported to identify the school factors the subjects attributed 
to their school failure and dropping out; and to probe into the subjects' perspectives 
of ideal schooling for them. With an array of school factors connected with course 
failure and alienation presently identified and the four essential elements 
{accommodation, academic engagement, school social engagement and teachers， 
culture) ofreforming our current schools' structure, norms and practices constructed; 
the researcher was able to derive inductively four propositions from the findings, 
make some propositions centering around the four elements as a kind ofculmination 
of themes identified and analyzed; and to reveal the relationships found between 
them. 
Propositions are "sentences or statements that express in spoken or written 
language what we believe, doubt, affirm, or deny" (Schwandt 1997). Since each 
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proposition is a summation of some core or substantive pieces of information or 
ideas under specific themes, all the variations and nuances of the subjects' 
perceptions about ideal schooling could be presented in a more holistic and related 
manner. Implications and discussion accompanying the four propositions would 
follow in the next chapter. 
From the subjects' responses, the following propositions about school restructuring 
for at-risk students are made: 
Proposition One: Accommodation 
Schools should adapt their school rules, polices or practices to accommodate to 
the personal needs or problems of at-risk students so that the differences in 
value orientation and normative standards towards school matters between at-
risk students and the school can be reconciled to reduce the degree of alienation 
felt by the at-risk students. 
Proposition Two: Academic Engagement 
Schools should plan their curricular and pedagogical matters in order that 
learning and teaching would be relevant to the current and future interests and 
needs ofat-risk students who have a higher propensity of entering into the world 
of work after graduation. Thus, a more authentic and child-centred approach of 
curriculum planning, assessment and pedagogy with elements of school-to-work 
training is most desirable for engaging them in their studies. 
Proposition Three: School social engagement and organization 
Schools should so restructure their social milieu and school climate that all the 
functions, activities and normative rituals could engage the at-risk students so 
that personal feelings of achievement, belongingness to the school, and 
willingness to participate in school decision-making process of matters relevant 
to the students could be nurtured. Also students would find themselves more 
endeared to the school if the school could make appropriate changes of resource 
and organizational implications. 
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Proposition Four: Teacher Culture 
A more positive teacher culture should be inculcated to facilitate the academic 
and social engagement of at-risk students. The emphasis should be on teachers' 
accountability for student success, the belief of the extended roles of a teacher 
teaching at-risk students, persistence on helping and educating these students, 
and a sense of optimism that ultimately these students have the potential to leam 
and master things taught to them. Care, equity, trust and other virtues should not 
only be manifested in teachers but should also be disseminated between students 
and teachers to make the school "a community of support". 
These four propositions will represent the four clusters of major themes 
emerged in the study's investigation of perceived ideal schooling for the at-risk 
students. They will also act as the touchstones against which detailed , 
discussions of themes/ sub-themes clustered under each of the propositions will 
be made together with subsequent recommendations for school restructuring. 




DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
Introduction 
In this chapter, first of all, a rationale for school restructuring in the present day 
situation is given. Then findings from some overseas school restructuring initiatives 
for the at-risk students are described. Some recommendations for local school 
restructuring for at-risk students based on the findings of the subjects' perceptions are 
made and categorized under accommodation, academic engagement, school social 
engagement (organization) and teacher culture. Each of the subthemes under the four 
"pillars" ofschool restructuring are then briefly analyzed and developed into 
recommendations. A self-constructed dropout prevention theory model derived 
inductively is then introduced. Finally, some concluding remarks about the 
significance ofthis study and relevant follow-up research topics in this area are made 
and discussed. 
School Restructuring 
With the above findings, important implications can be inductively derived for 
school restructuring for the at-risk students on a macro level, and for classroom 
teaching and teacher-pupil interaction patterns on a micro or teacher level. 
Nevertheless, a brief review of some literature concerning generic school 
restructuring practices, especially for the at-risk students, is deemed appropriate as an 
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introduction. 
In the current trend ofthe school restructuring movement，0"Donoghue & Dimmock 
(1998) outline as follows the educational grounds, besides political and economic 
considerations, injustifying the need to reform the approach of schools to teaching 
and learning: 
1. schools are increasingly held accountable for their students' academic 
performances; 
2. changing social and economic needs necessitate a reconceptualization of 
teaching and learning; 
3. schools need to keep pace with and change in face of increasing social 
problems; 
4. schools need to address the increasing number of students who fail in their 
schooling and exit prematurely in terms of their established cultures and 
practices; 
5. schools need to change their relative rigidity in their approaches to teaching 
and learning; 
6. a growing number of social justice problems have prompted schools to 
contemplate reshaping themselves to provide equal educational 
opportunities to all students. 
School Restructuring for At-risk Students 
With a brief overview of these justification grounds, one concludes that not only 
schools with a high population of at-risk students need to restructure and reform, 
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schools with a population ofaverage ability or even intelligent students also need to 
look into possible schooling changes to address the issue of an increasing number of 
able and "not-at-risk" students becoming the "tuned-out", a term used by LeCompte 
and Dworkin (1991). 
Wehlage and Smith (1992) point out that a growing body ofliterature 
provides descriptions ofschools that actively nurture and support at-risk students in 
ways that produce school success and engagement (Foley & McCormaughy，1982; 
Schorr, 1988; Slavin, Madden, & Karweit, 1989; Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko，& 
Fernandez, 1989). A picture of schools reforming themselves for better educating the 
at-risk students is painted in the following description by Newmann (1992): 
When teachers take on the role of mentor, friend, and confidant as well as 
instructor; when schools modify their policies in ways that acknowledge the 
difficult circumstances often encountered by students in their day-to-day lives; 
and when classrooms come to be characterized by learning activities that are 
meaningful for students and demand their active involvement, alienated 
students can develop a high level of engagement that results in achievement 
(p. 92). 
Newmann (1981) emphasized the following considerations or elements when 
designing schools to reduce alienation: 
1. voluntary participation for the students; 
2. clear and consistent educational goals, 
3. small school size; 
4. student participation in policy decisions and management; 
5. extended and cooperative relationships with school staff; 
6. academic work that is meaningful to the student. 
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In a recent project report on how to combat adolescents' alienation in schools in 
Australia，Finn's participation-identification model was cited as one of the school 
restructuring pathways that could help schools engage alienated marginal students. 
The Project Committee ("the Student Alienation During the Middle Years of 
Schooling Project") initiated by the Commonwealth Minister for Education held 
strong arguments for restructuring both school and classroom practices. (The 
Australian Curriculum Studies Association, 1996). 
The following are their recommendations: 
For the classroom level, the following areas are suggested: 
1. positive teacher attitudes regarding the potential for success among 
marginal students, 
2. teaching practices that involve students in the learning process , 
3. a diversified curriculum with objectives that are relevant to the needs of 
these students and that are neither too easy nor too difficult to master, 
4. positive faculty attitudes and teaching practices that maximize student 
participation. 
While at the school level, the following are recommended: 
1. small and perhaps separate schools for students at risk to increase 
participation rates 
2. flexible school rules that do not alienate students and disciplinary 
procedures that are seen as fair and effective 
3. an evaluation and reward structure that is compatible with the abilities and 
interests of the students 
4. positions of responsibility for students 一 i.e. participation in decision 
making. 
(The Australian Curriculum Studies Association, From Alienation to 
Engagement, Vol. 2, p. 12) 
It would be academically significant and interesting to compare these overseas school 
restructuring experiences and recommendations with those made by the subjects in 
this study when we consider that the overseas studies are mostly done in a 
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combination of qualitative-quantitative approaches and from the perspectives of 
school administrators, specialists on at-risk students, and in particular, from an adult 
perspective, while this study is strictly a qualitative study of at-risk students' voices 
and perceptions. In light ofthis, it is no wonder that the adolescents in this study did 
not, in the phase ofprobing into their perceptions of ideal schooling, conjure up ideas 
like "clear and consistent educational goals" (from Newmann 1981 agenda 
mentioned above) and "an evaluation and reward structure that is compatible with the 
abilities and interests of the students" from the ASCD's “From Alienation to 
Engagement" Report. The coinage of these terms and their accompanying 
connotations are simply out of the knowledge boundary of our subjects. Nevertheless, 
it is interesting to note that some of the subjects' perceptions (or ideas) are very much 
in harmony with the research findings made by overseas experts and experienced 
educational practitioners conversant with the at-risk student issue. Concepts like 
“student participation in decision-making", "flexibility in school rules and practices", 
"relevant and useful teaching" and "positive teacher-pupil relationships" are spelt out 
by the subjects in this study as well as from their overseas counterparts. Thus, the 
trustworthiness ofthe findings of this study and those of the oversea ones can be seen 
as mutually validated and enhanced. 
Recommendations for Hon^ Kong's school restructuring 
In Chapter Four, the themes mentioned by the subjects about their perceptions of 
ideal school patterns are categorized into four major domains, namely: 
accommodation/ flexibility, academic engagement, school social engagement and 
organization, and teacher culture (see Table 5 ). These themes are developed into 
four propositions under which core or substantive themes are clustered and linked to 
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give a more holistic and interrelated treatment of the four themes emerged. 
Recommendations for reforming schools with a high population ofat-risk students so 
as to reduce student alienation and dropouts among them are made in the following 
paragraphs, centering around each of the four themes. 
Proposition One: Accommodation 
Schools should adapt their school rules, polices or practices to accommodate to 
the personal needs or problems of at-risk students so that the differences in 
value orientations, work and normative standards towards school academic and 
social matters between at-risk students and the school can be reconciled to 
reduce the degree of alienation felt by the at-risk students. 
1. Accommodation / flexibility of school rules 
In this study, some subjects complained about the rigidity of school rules, 
especially regarding their uniforms and penalties received. It is found that there is 
some incongruence between the school's and students' perspectives towards the two 
issues in terms ofthe degree of punishment, the way punishment is administered, the 
consequences ofthe punishment as seen differently by the teachers concerned and the 
students. When the subjects were asked if they could reveal some ways that the 
penalties laid on them could have become more acceptable to them, very few ofthem 
could give concrete suggestions. However, one subject's remark is worth our deep 
reflection on the possibility of "negotiating penalties with the students" and 
"converting punishment into an educational affair". 
I only think us students wearing ear-rings or long hair is because we want 
our appearance to be good... anyway, we come here only to leam, as long 
as we behave ourselves, teachers should never mind our looks! (Subject P) 
Apparently, a healthy interflow of ideas, norms, and perceptions of things 
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relevant to the school context between the school side and the student side should be 
nurtured in the line of school as "a community of support" as argued by Wehlage et 
al. (1989). 
An increasing number of research studies on the characteristics of successful 
programmes or school practices for dropouts emphasize bending of the school rules 
or standards of work and behavioural terms in order to accommodate the ever-
changing needs, problems of at-risk students and their families. Crowley's (1993) 
study revealed that marginal students prefer their "helpful" teachers to be flexible in 
their handling ofclassroom academic and behavioural tasks. Miller et al. (1988) also 
found that accommodation of at-risk students' may be conducive to the reconciliation 
of students' standards and school's demands. Recently a report by an Australian 
project team on ways to combat alienation in Australian high schools also stressed 
the importance of flexible school rules and standards to avoid alienating the students 
(see the following section for more details ) (Australian Curriculum Studies 
Association, From Alienation to Engagement, 1996). 
As for more engaging school functions suggested by the subjects, we have 
already seen in the second chapter on relevant theories how Finn (1989) laid down 
the importance of participation-identification modes of reducing alienation. Also, as 
the researcher explained earlier, the dropouts see the more engaging school functions 
as more important than academic engagement due to their learned hopelessness and 
the immediate and tangible rewards they could get from participating in school 
activities that would give them a sense of achievement as well as a sense of 
belongingness. Li this respect, Miller et al. (1988) has reminded us that "the student's 
engagement in at least one subcomponent (social and academic participation一 
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italics mine) is necessary (and may be sufficient) for keeping at-risk students in 
school”（pp.5-6). 
Accommodation is defined by Miller et al. in their ethnographic study of at-risk 
students as "an environmental responsiveness to the needs anchor desires of students, 
as those needs or desires are perceived by various institutional actors. It represents an 
effort to adjust the demands of school life to bring them more into correspondence 
with the realities of adolescent life, a willingness to compromise on the part of the 
school in order to reconcile student needs and school demands" (p.472). 
Li their attempt to determine what aspects of schooling might relate to potential 
dropout behaviour, they discovered that some successful accommodation practices 
function at three levels. First, the institutional level, where schoolwide rules and 
policies are waived or become flexible for the benefit of the at-risk students. 
Secondly, at the classroom level where teachers make adjustments to tasks and 
setting demands and thirdly, at the personal level, where teachers respond to the 
personal needs of individual students. A similar finding is made in a study by 
Crowley (1993) to find out those characteristics of teachers considered "helpful" by 
mainstreamed behaviourally disordered students. It was found that besides good 
teacher-student communication, flexibility exhibited by the teacher in terms of 
academic programmes and behavioural standards is much desired by these students. 
The researcher is of the opinion that accommodation must be nurtured, practised 
and given no less attention than educational engagement and social engagement 
activities in a school with a high population of at-risk students. A case in point is 
that even though the school introduces a very relevant and interesting pedagogy, a 
student who has to do a part-time job to support his bed-ridden mother may find 
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difficulty in completing the tasks laid down by the school teacher, even though he 
knows they are relevant to his future life undertakings and the task is interesting in 
itself. Or a student who has found a good bonding to the norms of the school and is 
welcomed by teachers and classmates alike may be perplexed to know that he/she has 
still to be penalized just because he/she lives too far away from school and has been 
late unwillingly for a few times. His/her sense ofbeing a proud member ofthe school 
might thus be tarnished. 
Perhaps a line needs to be drawn between accommodation that is "appropriate" 
and accommodation that is on the verge ofleading to side effects. Miller et al. (1988) 
cautioned that students might develop expectations that accommodation will always 
be made for them with the result that they would not exert adequate effort in their 
learning, and also they would be misled into thinking the world outside is also always 
full of second chance and is void of challenges. It is essential for educational 
practitioners to work out some accommodation baselines for their schools, but the 
researcher contends that offering opportunities for the students to redress or "repair" 
their wrong deeds and being flexible towards students as long as the problems they 
have are beyond them or through no serious fault of their own can be one ofthe two 
possible ways of translating accommodation into action. 
As a matter of fact, among the subjects in this study, some also mentioned how 
their teacher/s accommodated to them, teachers whom they appreciated very much. 
Actually no teacher picked at me. They treated me very well. There was once 
when I missed the dictation for I didn't go to school on that day. However, I was 
allowed to make it up afterwards. I felt that I was not abandoned. And they even 
spent time to talk it over with me. (Subject F) 
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Proposition Two: Academic engagement 
Schools should plan their curricular and pedagogical matters in order that 
learning and teaching would be relevant to the current and future interests 
and needs of at-risk students who have a higher propensity of entering into 
the world of work after graduation. Thus, a more authentic and child-
centred approach of curriculum planning, assessment and pedagogy with 
elements of school-to-work training is most desirable for engaging them in 
their studies. 
The following are themes that emerged round the topic of "academic 
engagement" and which become the sub-themes that are clustered to constitute 
the above proposition. Each of the following themes will be discussed together 
with a cross-referencing of the researcher's findings and findings from Hong 
Kong or abroad. 
a. Teaching more interesting and relevant 
According to Wehlage et al., for schools to prevent at-riskness among the 
students, they should try to engage their students academically and socially to prevent 
them from being alienated and finally quitting school. 
In engaging at-risk students academically, Wehlage et al. (1989) found that (1) 
schoolwork must be tied to some explicit and valued goals; (2) leaming should be 
more concrete, problem-oriented, active, kinesthetic, cooperative and autonomous 
and (3) classroom leaming must not be narrowly restricted to a mere "coverage" of 
the curriculum (Wehlage et al. 1989, p. 173). 
All these indicate a drastic departure from the traditional rigid, bookish and didactic 
pedagogy and curriculum design should be conducive to the leaming of all students, 
including at-risk students. Also for assessment, Wiggins (1991) found that 
108 
conventional assessment mechanisms may not be effective with at-risk students and 
suggested alternative methods like observations, exhibitions, and portfolios. Jn fact, 
Newmann & Wehlage (1995) using the findings from School Restructuring Study 
(SRS) and the National Educational Longitudinal Study OS[ELS, 1988)，point out that 
restructured schools with more authentic pedagogy and assessment can bring equal 
achievement benefits to students of different gender, socioeconomic status, race and 
ethnicity. Also, Bahr and Bahr (1997) reveal to us a bright future of utilizing 
technology in the educational assessment of and instruction for disadvantaged 
students and students with disabilities. 
b. Curriculum simpler, more diversified and child-centred 
In this study, the majority of the participants complained that the curriculum in 
the school they last attended was too difficult and irrelevant (one participant even 
said only English, Chinese and Mathematics should stay in the school curriculum if 
he were the principal of a school who wants to reshape the curriculum for at-risk 
students like him). Three of them claimed that they suffered from a "curriculum 
mismatch" for the school they were assigned to, when they were promoted to S.1, 
was a grammar school without any prevocational elements in its curriculum. The 
participants whose interest lies in technical and prevocational subjects had to 
painfully struggle to survive the irrelevant and harsh curriculum. A more diversified 
curriculum would have been a better solution. The highly examination-oriented 
higher- form (S. 4 & S. 5) curriculum in Hong Kong schools also took its toll on two 
participants who complained that either the school stops offering the course (Art & 
Design) in higher forms or they are much pressured by their parents, and public 
examination pressure to drop their interested subjects. 
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Nevertheless, a cautionary note needs be made here that providing a "simpler 
curriculum" should not be equivalent to tracking and lowering teacher expectations. 
The literature is replete with evidence that a watered-down or fragmented curriculum 
will only be detrimental to at-risk students' learning. LeCompte and Dworkin (1991) 
caution us to beware of the act of "dumbing down" the level of instruction to the 
barest minimum by gearing the curriculum to basic skills and the lowest levels of 
cognitive operations' ¢). 213). In this manner, LeCompte and Dworkin wam us that, 
"..children spend most of each day in drill and practice on decontextualized skills. 
They read sounds, not words and sentences. •. Their work is boring, not only because 
it has little connection with their lives inside or outside of school, but because they 
do not understand what they are doing" ^P. 213). LeCompte and Dworkin go on to 
contend that these kind of approaches work particular hardship on at-risk students 
from linguistically different or less affluent backgrounds. (Cummins & Miramontes, 
1989; McNeil, 1988; Richardson et al., 1989). Also Wehlage et al. (1989) wam 
us of the lower teacher expectation when providing this kind of curriculum. 
Therefore, the Education Commission should reconsider their present practice of 
having special curricula for these students in special settings. More concentration 
should be paid to modifying the present mainstream curriculum to accommodate 
these students. A lot has yet to be seen as to how the present Target-Oriented 
Curriculum Mtiative with its criterion-referenced assessment can point the way to 
addressing the curricular needs of these students. Another curricular consideration 
worth deliberation is the setting up of a mechanism for students to switch from a 
grammar-school curriculum to a pre-vocational curriculum or vice versa if the 
student deems it fit. 
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C. School-to-work transition training 
The fact that the phase "Prevocational and Job Training" in the Unusual Academy is 
relatively more welcomed by the respondents when compared with the other two 
phases (as reported by case workers in one of the Programme Interim Meeting) in 
terms of the turnover rate and their performances spell out the need for an inclusion 
into the formal local school curriculum of a job oriented component. For the 
school-to-work curriculum, there are a number of different approaches adopted by 
different countries. In a recent report on at-risk children by The Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) , some of the school/work 
linkage programmes of some of member nations are introduced. Some of the 
common elements between the different programes are: (1) these students should be 
given individual assessment of their skills, abilities, and motivation; (2) on-the-job 
training should alternate with formal lessons; (3) job placement has to be made to 
ensure coherence between work experience and training programmes and also must 
be satisfying and helpful to the at-risk students to overcome feelings of failure; and (4) 
individual work plans can be made for each student to correspond with his/^er 
aspirations and timescale. 
All these imply strong school- industry links and involve employers, trade unions, 
teachers, parents and students. 
Proposition Three: School social engagement and school organization 
Schools should so restructure their social milieu and school climate that all the 
functions, activities and normative rituals could engage the at-risk students so 
that personal feelings of achievement, belongingness to the school, and 
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willingness to participate in school decision-making process of matters relevant 
to the students could be nurtured. Also students would find themselves more 
endeared to the school if the school could make appropriate changes ofresource 
and organizational implications. 
Only when I played for my school's basketball team did I feel proud that I am a 
member of my school. (Subject R) 
Schools should be restructured in line with the "Community of Support" as 
suggested by Wehlage et al. (1989) where the school creates a supportive 
environment that helps students overcome impediments to school membership and to 
achieve social engagement. It will also be an ideal environment to cultivate among 
the at-risk students the four essential elements of school membership as espoused by 
Wehlage et al. (1989) , namely, attachment (to the norms as defined in a particular 
social setting), commitment (in the rational participation in a social institution) 
involvement (in the activities of the institution with the aim of developing a sense of 
legitimacy and value towards that institution) and belief (in the legitimacy and 
efficacy ofthe institution that it will benefit him). Also, the school should be a place 
for equity, care, accommodation and trust that are so much desired by at-risk 
students. 
The following are the sub-themes that emerged from the topic of “school social 
engagement and organization" and which together form the above proposition. Again, 
just like the last proposition, the researcher's findings will be discussed with other 
research findings under each ofthe themes. 
a. school functions/ extra-curricular activities more varied and interesting 
As shown in the findings of the subjects' perceptions of ideal schooling, school 
social engagement is preferred to academic engagement. The result is that the 
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subjects, who have repeated failure experiences in academic matters, see more 
chances of getting satisfaction and sense of achievement and membership in the 
school fimctions and extra-curricular activities. The school should provide that kind 
of impetus. 
Ln this context, Finn's participation-identification model of school engagement 
should be favourably considered. The basic premise of Finn's model (Finn 1993) is 
that consistent participation in school activities over time is essential in order for 
positive outcomes to be realized and for students to identify with school and school-
related goals. There are two primary constructs in his model: participation and 
identification. For students to actively participate in school activities, he proposes 
training them in four levels; firstly, to respond to daily school requirements like 
arriving at class on time; secondly, to train students to show enthusiasm beyond 
coursework like staying after class to join subject-related clubs or to talk with 
teachers; thirdly, to induce students to participate in extra-curricular activities; and 
lastly, to encourage students' participation in school governance. Also for students to 
identify with the school and its goals, the school must try to internalize students' 
conception of belonging to school and value success due to school-relevant goals. 
Also in a technical report edited by Thomton (1995) about three Dropout Prevention 
Programmes in the States and entitled “ Relationship Building and Affiliation 
Activities in School-based Dropout Prevention Program"，three main school 
engagement strategies are emphasized: 
1. Persistent, long-term contact with students. 
2. Adapting school rules, discipline procedures and policies for exceptional 
students 
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3. Facilitating student participation in school-sponsored activities. 
Some specific methods that fall under the first strategy are also recommended, 
b. students, voices heard 
Several subjects explicitly mentioned in the interviews that some degree of 
participation in the decision-making process in matters related to their schooling 
would be desirable. They particularly pinpointed their interest in suggesting to the 
school authority those kinds of extra-curricular activities they would like to see 
organized. They also wished to have their say in the choice of school picnic sites 
and the activities allowed. The other participants, though not articulating in public 
their desire for their voices to be heard, implicitly expressed in the interviews that 
teachers and the school authority should listen more to their perceptions, problems 
and interests. Wehlage et al. (1989) draw our attention to the school's active role in 
creating positive and respectful relations between adults and students; and also the 
importance ofcommunication of concem about individual students and their personal 
problems. The more a student participates in his school's functions and activities, the 
more he feels he is a member of the school, and the less possibility that he will drop 
out. 
c. good relationships with classmates 
As mentioned earlier, at-risk students, like other adolescents, are very 
vulnerable to peer influence and group pressure. It is no surprise that they hope for 
good relationships with classmates. When a school is built on Wehlage et al. (1989) 
concept of "a community of support", teachers and school personnel should not only 
work at establishing good relationships between teachers and students, but also try to 
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cultivate a kind of co-operative, communal and warm study climate among students. 
d. More free time 
Only two subjects mentioned that they would prefer to have more free time 
if they could choose. The fact that these at-risk students desire more free time can 
lead to a lot of implications, both good and bad. It could mean they like to have 
more "fun time" doing things from which they can get a "kick", things that are 
violating or on the verge of violating the school rules. It could also mean the extra 
time gained would be used by them to pursue their own interest topics, hobbies and 
participate in activities they find interesting and relevant; establish better 
relationships with their classmates and teachers and so on. Teachers and 
administrative personnel should see that the latter use of time is the prevalent trend in 
their school instead of the former. 
e. Better school facilities 
Though school facilities are seldom linked to at-risk students and their 
problems in the literature, folkwisdom tells us that better facilities and environment 
would definitely facilitate students' learning. Better classroom and library facilities 
and environment, more modem educational provisions and teaching aids, more 
facilities catering for the less academic in the form of practical and vocational subject 
teaching equipment and a more roomy playground would, to a certain extent, attract 
the at-risk students to stay a little bit longer on the school premises and even develop 
a kind ofbelongingness. 
f. More social workers 
The fact that two participants opined that they would like to have more 
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social workers in a school shows that they are not receiving sufficient and appropriate 
support and concem from their teachers and the school. If the present school social 
worker ratio can not be upgraded immediately, the school could consider some kind 
of school-community collaboration approach to bring into the school external 
community resources and support. The OECD report mentioned earlier is full of 
exemplary cases of the member nations (e.g. the Weinheim School Support Group in 
Germany, Canada's The Victor Mager School; the Academy Model schools in the 
U.S. ) integrating and co-ordinating all the services (health, education, welfare and 
professionals) concerning these disadvantaged kids. The report also reminds us that 
community involvement is not just a one-way street for the school itself can offer 
service to the community, another valuable educational experience for students. 
Proposition Four: Teacher culture 
A more positive teacher culture should be inculcated to facilitate the academic 
and social engagement of at-risk students. The emphasis should be on teachers' 
accountability for student success, the belief of the extended roles of a teacher 
teaching at-risk students, persistence on helping and educating these students, 
and a sense of optimism that ultimately these students have the potential to leam 
and master things taught to them. Care, equity, trust and other virtues should not 
only be manifested in teachers but should also be disseminated between students 
and teachers to make the school "a community of support. 
In educating at-risk students, Wehlage et al. (1989) state that a positive teacher 
culture that would facilitate membership and engagement for these students must be 
initiated and disseminated. Besides requiring teaching professionals to engage in 
respectful relations with students and in helping them overcome impediments to 
social bonding and membership, four other kinds of teacher beliefs or values must be 
developed. These beliefs are : "teachers accept personal accountability for student 
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success; they believe in practicing an extended teacher role; they accept the need to 
be persistent with students who are not ideal pupils; they express a sense ofoptimism 
that all students can leam if one builds upon their strengths rather than their 
weaknesses" (p.l35). 
From the subjects' notion of an ideal schooling, the following can come under 
"teacher culture" or "teacher beliefs': 
a. teachers' care 
b. equity and trust from teachers 
c. good relationships between teachers and students 
d. teacher as communication channel in school or as mediator 
e. no labelingy^ prejudice 
It can be seen that if a teacher can adhere to Wehlage et al.'s teacher beliefs, he 
would have no difficulty in entrenching himself in the legitimacy of the beliefs and in 
manifesting the desired attributes: showing care to his students, trusting them and 
treating them as equals, getting to know their personal interests, traits and problems 
so that some kinds ofintimate relationship ranging from a quasi-peer-tutorship to that 
of a mentorship can be established. However, from the subjects' voices, teachers are 
also reminded of their mediating and communicating roles between the school 
authority and the students they have to play before mutual trust and respect can be 
achieved. 
From these four "pillars", a self-constructed conceptual framework for dropout and 
school failure prevention is built. As argued earlier, the researcher is of the opinion 
117 
that academic engagement and social enagement can only be achieved in a school 
environment that accommodates to the needs, problems and traits of the at-risk 
students. Therefore the four "pillars" of dropout and school failure prevention: 
Academic Engagement, Social Engagement, Accommodation and Teacher Culture 
could be incorporated in a model of school restructuring for these kids in a manner 
shown in the following figure: 
TEACHER CULTURE AND At: 
SCHOOL CULTURE： 1. Institutional 
ACCOMMODATION 2. Classroom 
3. Personal level 
/ \ _ , 
SOCllL ACADEMIC 
ENGAGEMENT ^ • ENGAGEMENT 
(SCHOOL MEMBERSHIP)  
& ORGANIZATION 
By nurturing 
Attachment By: relevant learning and 
Commitment teaching (Authentic 
Involvement Pedagogy & assessment) 
Belief 
through participation and identification 
Figure. 7. A Conceptual Framework for Dropout and School Failure 
Prevention. 
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As there is a wide disparity between the at-risk students' needs, norms and 
standards and those of the school's and teachers', a kind of accommodation culture 
has to be nurtured in the whole school to engage the at-risk students in the social and 
academic milieu of the school. The kind of accommodation has to be carefully 
deliberated, negotiated if necessary, and refined through constant dialogue with the 
students on an equitable ground. It is of utmost importance that accommodation 
culture and practices (to be implemented in the institutional level, as well as 
classroom and personal level) are to ultimately aim at benefitting both the students 
and the teachers alike, without degenerating or deteriorating into a kind of 
'complacency' or 'blind servitude'. This kind of accommodation culture should only 
constitute part of the school's engagement attempt to prevent the at-risk students 
from the dangers ofencountering school failure experiences and leaving school in the 
end, it should be upholstered by two other important engagement elements: school 
social engagement and academic engagement. Following the rationale of Finn's 
Participation-identification model, at-risk students should be encouraged to 
participate in both the academic and social aspects of their school in the hope that 
they would identify themselves to the school's norms, beliefs, and standards. In this 
way, the development of a feeling of school membership would help the at-risk 
students to stay in school. Not only should the students be socially engaged, we have 
to develop their full academic potential as well. It can only be done by offering them 
relevant and useful learning through authentic pedagogy and assessment and child-
centred curricula. These three major elements should be mutually dependent upon 
each other and built into the school's normative and organizational structure so as to 
make it a ‘community of support' suggested by Wehlage et al. where students' 
personal, social and learning needs are well addressed. 
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Nevertheless, there remain several important areas unanswered concerning this 
school restructuring model for dropout and school failure prevention that call for our 
further concem and study. They are: 
1. Does accommodation run counter to the belief that teachers' of at-risk 
students should hold high expectations of students' success as propounded 
by Wehlage et al. (1989) concerning teachers' culture towards at-risk 
students? 
2. Where should the line be drawn between "proper" accommodation that 
could be conducive to students and teachers alike and a kind of detrimental 
"complacency" as cautioned by Miller et al. earlier in this chapter? 
3. Are the three elements. Educational engagement, Social engagement and 
Accommodation mutually dependent on each other in successfully keeping 
at-risk students in school? Would the presence or absence of any one of the 
three prescribe the success or failure of the school's attempt to engage 
these students? 
Only through extensive research in these areas can we gain more knowledge ofways 
of school engagement for dropout kids. 
Implications for Teacher Education and Action Research 
As mentioned earlier in Richardson et al. (1988)，it was found that "many 
teachers are not aware of their own role in the creation of an environment and set of 
expectations that would affect both the labelling of at-risk students and the students' 
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behaviour..." (p.l3) and also they tended to blame the students' home lives and 
parents instead of the students they have to teach and help and their own instructional 
efficacy. In light of this, teacher training and teacher education must be geared 
towards amending this mentality. The importance of stimulating this kind of 
awareness among teachers is best echoed here by Erickson (1985), cited by 
Richardson (1988), who pointed out that the teacher's lack of understanding of the 
social constructivist nature of identifying at-risk students "restricts the teacher's 
capacity to leam from experience" (p. 9) Li this manner, it is advised that more 
research be done on the relationships between teachers' beliefs and their 
identificationy' treatment of at-risk students in Hong Kong. Teachers themselves are 
also encouraged to conduct action research on possible underlying factors affecting 
their interaction with at-risk students in their class. It is hoped that teachers can 
become more reflective of the roles they play in their identifying and helping these 
disadvantaged kids. 
ft 
Other implication: A “Second Chance” Re-entry Mechanism 
While the above implications and recommendations are meant for schools to 
restructure themselves as a kind of school-based dropout prevention programmes, the 
need exists for some kind of dropout retrieval programmes also. Dropout prevention 
programmes, school-based or nation-based, should go hand in hand with dropout 
retrieval programmes in order that students would not become dropouts and inflict 
damages and loss upon themselves and the society at large. 
For the dropout prevention and retrieval programmes to succeed, a kind of 
"second chance" mentality must be nurtured and imbued in a whole-school attempt to 
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mould the frame ofmind ofall school personnel so that a second chance could be 
granted to some "educable" dropouts who deserve the chance to return to schooling. 
In this study, sixteen out ofthe total twenty-one subjects (76%) revealed their wish to 
retum to school (see Appendix III) for some reasons or other. Hence a 
corresponding network mechanism in and between schools should be built to allow 
dropouts to either retum to the school they last attended or to a new school on their 
own wish. To ensure the mechanism would only serve those with a genuine desire to 
start afresh and make good their school life, dropouts will only be re-admitted or 
admitted after a screening test by school personnel concerned to look into their 
degree of"preparedness" to retum to schooling in terms of character traits and 
academic level. On their readmission, they should be given some special educational 
provisions alongside their normal class tuition through some collaborative work 
between school teachers and social workers in the school. This would involve a two-
way accommodation between the school and the student to come to mutually 
agreeable standards ofbehaviours and work so that the student can find engagement 
in the school's academic and social life more readily. This will call for a concerted 
effort between the education sector and the social work sector, with possible 
contributions even coming from vocational training institutions, labour department 
and some other youth-related agencies and departments. Dropout literature has well 
documented the need for a multiple-agent collaboration approach for tackling the 
dropout problem. It is now widely perceived that schools alone can not handle the 
problem. The Education Department, as a proponent and service-provider for the 
concept “Equal opportunity for all", should be responsible for providing resources 
and expertise for schools that need to develop school-based dropout prevention and 
retrieval programmes. Only when the highest education-provision monitor and 
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provider explicitly supports the idea of giving a second chance to these at-risk kids 
will the school personnel of educational institutions in Hong Kong recognize and act 
on this equity issue. 
Conclusion 
This study set out to address two central research questions: 
1(a) What are the dropouts' perceptions of the major reason(s) for their 
dropping out? 
1(b) What are the dropouts' perceptions of the school-related factors that lead 
to their school failure or dropping out? and 
2. What are the subjects' perceptions of schooling that they think would best 
accommodate their needs? 
From the findings, the answer to research question 1 centres on school-related 
factors which are ranked first by the subjects as the major reason, followed by 
personal reasons, family reasons and peer influence. Bad relationships with 
classmates; teachers' mistrust and labeling of, bad relationships with the subjects; 
schools' mishandling of disciplinary cases; boring, difficult, and irrelevant 
curriculum and teaching; harsh and rigid school rules are the school factors attributed 
to by the subjects as inhibiting their academic and social engagement in their 
schooling. As to the subjects' perceptions of ideal schooling (research question 3), 
four elements emerged as the general foci for schools to restructure themselves for 
the education of these kids, namely, accommodation, academic engagement, school 
social engagement and organization, and finally teacher culture. 
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The findings substantiate the relevance of the dropout prevention theory put 
forward by Wehlage et al. (1989) with its emphasis on "Educational engagement" 
and "'School membership" when applied to the local context. Also to a certain extent, 
Finn's Participation-identification model is found appropriate in interpreting the local 
at-risk students' disengagement from schooling. Accommodation or flexibility in 
school rules and demands emerged as an additional factor to consider when 
restructuring schools and explaining school failure and dropout. However, due to the 
relative inadequacy in the research in this area both locally and abroad, further 
examination is deemed necessary and worthwhile. Teacher culture, conunonly 
attributed to at-risk children research, is also a concem raised in this study. 
These findings not only help us to refocus and enhance our understanding of the 
phenomenon after comparing them with the findings of other Hong Kong studies, 
some of which are quantitative, they also help to illuminate the differences in the 
findings made from the subject's perspective and from that of a school administrator 
andy^ or an at-risk problem specialist. Li another vein, these findings also contribute to 
knowledge on the different stages of development of studies on at-risk students and 
the resultant polices and practices, government or site-based, in this area between 
different countries and contexts. Given the limitations of this study and the relative 
dearth ofacademic concem in this area in Hong Kong, it is the researcher's wish that 
more research be done to examine in greater depth school-related factors leading at-
risk students to fail and premature exit and the relationships with other postulated 
factors. Another interesting line of study may be in the direction of examining further 
the issue of accommodation and its relevance or efficacy in the education of at-risk 
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kids, plus its intricate relations with other factors like academic engagement, school 
social engagement and teacher culture, and in fact, any other factors that may arise 
from valid and systematic study. 
Only when researchers show more concem towards these issues or phenomena 
will problems of at-risk and dropout students be resolved or alleviated. Valid and 
rigorous investigation is necessary to find solutions to the problem of at-risk children, 




1. What did you expect from schooling when you were attending school? 
2. Could you describe what your school life was like before you quit school? 
3. Were there any persons in school who had made your school life experience a 
pleasant one or a miserable one? How? Why? 
4. Were there any school factors that you think had caused your school life 
experience to be a pleasant one or a miserable one? How? Why? 
(e.g. assessment methods, extra-curricular activities and school functions , 
school rules etc) 
5. Were there any thing in the school context that you think is/are incompatible to 
you? (e.g. extra-curricular activities, teachers' talk and school functions) 
6. At times when you had academic difficulties, were your teachers willing to 
help? 
7. Looking back, what is the major reason for your dropping out? 
8. Do you want to retum to school? Why? 
9. hi what ways do you hope the schools in Hong Kong would change so that they 
can better accommodate students like you? 
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Appendix II 
Group Interview Guide 
Please answer the following questions: 
1. If you have the chance to re-enter school, which type of schools do you like to 
enroll in? 
A. the same type of school you last attended [ ] 
B. another type of school [ ] 
2. Do you like to 
A. return to the school you last attended [ ] 
B. enrol in another school [ ] 
Can you pick out those characteristics in a school that you think would best 
accommodate your needs and make your schooling a pleasant one? 
a. curriculum aspects [ ] 
b. teachers' teaching aspects [ ] 
c. teacher-pupil interaction [ ] 
d. school culture [ ] 
e. school functions/facilities [ 
f. faimess in school rules [ ] 
g. student support services [ ] 
h. others ^)lease specify: ) 
1 2 7 
Curriculum aspects 
1 • courses that individual students find useful/interesting are offered 
2. flexible curriculum (F. 1 English and F.2 Maths) 
3. student assessment does not restrict to knowledge from books/things taught~" 
authentic assessment) 
4. student-centred curriculum design 
5. others (please specify: ) 
School culture aspects 
1. equity for all 
2. good communication between students and school authority~"school 
understands students and students school. 
3. mutual support to strive for personal development and school development -
professional community 
4. students have a strong sense of belongingness to school and school is proud of 
its students 
5. others (please specify: ) 
Teaching aspects 
1. Teachers are conscientious and responsible to all 
2. Teachers listen to students' "voices' 
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3. teaching is fun and effective—authentic instruction 
4. individual-based instruction 
5. others (please specify: ) 
School functions/ facilities 
1. facilities adequate and updated 
2. school flmctions can cater to a variety of needs and interests on the part of 
students 
3. others (please specify: ) 
Student support services 
1. more school social workers 
2. provide vocational training and job placement 
3. medical care 
4. community care services e.g. allowances 
5. all support services are found under one roof in school - full service school 
6. others (please specify: ) 
School discipline 
1. faimess 
2. second chance to be given 
3. others ft)lease specify: ) 
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Appendix III. 
Case Profiles of the Subjects 
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experiences 
‘ - ; ^^ ； ‘ - - . .  . ： . ‘ . ‘ .. ‘ - , . ‘ - . \ 
Subject A • to leam Major: • inequity • to get a certificate 
• to get a certificate • being boycott by classmates only "better" classes have for future job after 
forjob due to her "westernized" lockers harsh experience in 
outlook and good English • family quarrels/ working 
(herself an emigrant children parentsdivorced 
retumedfromabroad) • unabk to control 
herself from peer 
influence 
SubjectB • toleam Major: • boring teaching and • to get a certificate 
• ‘ ^ _,._ ^ • herself to blame, like to curriculum forjob 
• to get a certificate 
misbehaveandfoolaround • school functions 
• to get some sense of 




SubjectC • toleam Major: • Coring teaching and • to get a certificate 
• to have fun • fan^ilyquarrel curriculum for future job (her 
• herself to blame，like to fool • school ftmctions not own idea) 
around engaging 
• teachers' talk too 
abstract 
• teachers pick on her 
• not getting along well 
with classmates 
SubjectD • toleam Major: • penalties meaningless • "want to show 
• • Teachers' mistrust ofhim even and unfair (long teachers of old 
after he has tumed round, detention) school that he has 
repeatF.lfor3years. • boring teaching and really improved" 
• teacherpickon him curriculum (e^e worker's 
description) 
• himself to blame for 
misbehaving • 
SubjectE • hesitant Major: • Coring teaching and • plan to study in 
• teachers pick on him curriculum CITA 
• school functions not 
engaging 
_ e c t F • toleam ^ ^ • curriculum " • ~~job-related^"at 
• himselfto blame - get into bad mismatch— leW it enables me 
companyoutside , . , . to read working 
^ � can t pursue his 
manuals') 
(quit ofhis own accord) nterested subjects (technical) 
in the grammar school setting 
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Subject G • to leam something|^^°'- • "ot intending to 
of his interest 寺 schooling is extremely retum to school, 
(metal and wood incompatible to him e.g. 
work) teachers, school rules 
and futurejob ("everything in school is out 
• to have fun with of place with me") 
classmates 
SubjectH • tostudyuptoF.5toMajor: • school rules are • to either get a 
become a social • Personal: easily influenced by incongruous e.g. diploma or a degree 
worker peers, as a result violating skirt's length, hair, (her own idea) 
• , . school rules and play truant nails and omaments 
• to have good *•“ ^ 
relationships with ("It is I who have to change, • some teachers' talk are 
teadKfs and nottheschool") boring(butsomereally 
classmates know how to get along 
• School: can"t get along well 
with students) 
with some teachers ,especially 
with Form-mistress who pick 
on her 
• Family: for reasons not 
particularly mentioned 
SubjectI • toleam Major: • intending to study 
• Personal: like to fool around to at least S.3 
and play truant 
• School: in a way his parents 
blamed the school for 
"cheating" him into quitting 
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SubjectJ • to study up to F.5 Major: • school rules and • to get ajob easier 
• to make ^ Gossips in school: she was teachers' talk ^ toleammore 
pregnant incongruous 
acquaintance in f ®* 
school • teaching boring and 
narrow curriculum 
• lack ofteachers' care 
• easily influenced by 
peers 
SubjectK ^ tohavefimwithMajor: • curriculumboring • notintendingto 
classmates • teacher wrongly accused ^ schoolworkdifficult 
him of being a triad and 




• school life boring and no 
sense of belonging, like a 
prison except when 
playing for the school 
basketball team. 
• Personal: no interest in 
studying 
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Subject tohavefUnwithMajor: • tired of working 
L classmates • teacher not listening to after dropping out 
her • to show her friends 
reasons for a long sick leave and her family that 
because shehadnotgota she is competent 
medical letter, not getting enough to study up 
along well with teacher. to S.3 
• school rules too strict 
• herself too impulsive in 
quitting school 
*** except the above, she has 
quite a positive attitude to 
schooling 
Subject M • to leam Major: • want to leam more 
something useful • schooling is boring for it for getting a job in 
and interesting is a ^^ u^re 
(metal and elect. boardingschool • influenced by 
Work) family and friends 
• bullied and humiliated by 
• to get promotion 
classmates because he is 
to upper forms 
a newcomer 
• very noisy in class, could 
not leam 
SubjectN • leam something ^^®^" • not being able to pursue • not intending to 
interested, • school method of interested subjects fiirther 
comparatively handling disciplinary in school 
speaking, case involving him is 
woodwork and considered dirty 
metalwork • himself wanting to quit 
• have fun and because of his dislike of 
make more studying, thus using the 
friends in school above case as an excuse 
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SubjectO • no expectations Major: • humiliating school • too boring staying 
• not getting along well practice at home 
with teachers, ..^^ly “bad" students • have to consider 
incongruous to teachers' were asked to go to an future prospects of 
thinking and one anti-drug talk in school fmding a job after 
teacher's talk is assembly. finding that he is 
threatening not competent 
• school rules annoying enough in ajob 
("They seemed to be more alert 
to things like our hair style or 
our smoking, ... but frankly 
speaking, we had a different 
view. We came because we 
wanted to study") 
• labelled and picked up 
SubjectP • tohavefUnandMajor: • examination should not • have to consider her 
fool around with • dispute with classmates, be too bookish firture and also 
classmates quit schoo l tos tayoutof^ some teachers' talk pressurized by her 
troubles • • family iruuDici. msmcere : 
• , , ~ • have to get a F.5 
• no second chance for � 
, , certificate at least 
redressing her previous 
wrongs 
• school rules annoying 
(It (wearing pony tail) has 
nothing to do with our academic 
performance. I just didn"t know 
why) 
• lack of teachers' care 
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|SubjectQ • just want to have Major: • teacher doesn"t listen to 
I fun • school is boring students' opinions in 
I • L , 丨 , . . ^ “ teaching certain syllabus 
I • school work too difFicult � 
I which students found to 
I • Family: 
I ., , , , have been taught. 
I "I think the family background 
of a student determines his • teacher and student 
I chance of success in academic communication 
performance") (“ They should try their best to 
I understand the temperament of 
I every individual student and 
I treat them differently and 
I respect them otherwise they 
I would only tum the whole class 
I into a mess，） 
|Subject R • toleam Major: • instruction mostly in • not intending to 
• . j • school life boring English, rendering her because she is 
丨 • to provide 
• , . , . ^ study difficult. uninterested in 
I opportunities to • teaching bonng and 
I studying 
I develop her school work difficult to 
I talents in art follow 
I • punished for something 
I not done by herself 
I • living a great distance 
I from sd)ool 
Subject S • to be successful Major: • the school didn"t live up • too idle and boring 
I in studying • labelled and picked at for to the kind of care and after quitting school 
• to achieve some something not done by concem addressed at in • pre^rized by 
^ him, heavier penalties the assemblies. . - , 
I sense of immiy 
I , . ^ too. (the Disciplinary 
I achievement e.g. 
I in sports (himself Master) 
I a school football • not getting along well 
I team member) with some teachers 
136 
SubjectT 1 ^ ~ t o l e a m f ^ ' ' • teachingboring • consider the 
• to make m o r e ^ teacherspickonher • „ � mechanisms for "ecessity of a 
• , . , . certificate for future 
friends in school • lackofteachers'care making up wrong doings 
job 
• easily influenced by peers 
• influenced by 
who like to play truant 
family and peers 
SubjectU • toleam Major. • no school mechanism for • herfamilywantsher 
• , ^ .丄 • labelled and picked on by redressingherwrongs to continue her 
• to have fun with 
classmates someteachers • schoolworktoodifficult study 
• accused bv the • .,, ^ , , • she herself wants to • accusea oy inc • incompatible to school 
Headteacher of leading culture: ^ d y at least up to 
classmates to astray S.3 
~ she was considered too 
• school rules unacceptable ^ough and impolite in her 
to her—punished for f^ rst school (an 
speaking in Chinese in international school) but 
dass (in an international she was intimidated by 
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